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An Introduction
The research
The aims and objectives of this research have been 
on the move—roaming, searching, pitching and 
shifting—and while for a long time this worried me, in 
the end I can see that not only was this the right thing 
to do, it was also inevitable. The subconscious aims 
and objectives of this research then—stated retro-
actively ‘here and now’—have been based around 
some loosely evolving desire to:
1. Reinvent my own practice...
to learn to ‘come at’ graphic design differently.
2. Re-enage with graphic design...
to open up possibilities and potential that I had 
previously been unaware of within the domain of 
graphic design.
After ten years in professional practice I’d become 
critically bored and had lost all faith in the discipline, 
or domain’s, ability to offer the kind of complexity 
and/or provocation I now understand I need in order 
to have a more engaged and sustainable practice.
This research has been practice-led and project-
based. And this has been my first hurdle—coming to 
terms with how knowledge about practice can 
emerge from within and around the practice itself. 
Many of the projects and ideas that form this research 
should be seen as examples of different attempts to 
access and articulate what has previously been 
unconscious and/or implicit within the practice.
The observations—the ‘findings’—of this research 
have occurred through ongoing reflections of the 
projects. As such my learning has tended to be 
articulated in hindsight, and often through writing. 
Indeed, my discovery of writing as a ‘reflective tool’ 
within this research has been immensely valuable, 
and has, in fact, eventually provided me with a new 
way to approach—to ‘come at’—design.
Within the texts and images I’m presenting here, I 
hope I am able to show something of the spirit of the 
shift that has occurred in my practice. While initially 
the focus of this research was on artefacts and 
making—the process of designing and its results—it 
is the ‘spirit’ of my engagement with the discipline 
and the domain of Graphic Design that ultimately I 
have attempted to rebuild here.
Perhaps it is not surprising that my practice-led 
research has actually led to the development of a 
more personally resonant research-led practice. 
Of course, when I think back, I imagine that was 
probably what I was after in the first instance? And 
that’s very much how my research has worked... I aim, 
I miss, I forget about it... and then it shows up at my 
doorstep a couple of days later.
How to read
I’m telling the story of my research through three 
common threads that have arisen within and around 
the projects—disenchantment, provocation, and 
engagement. Each of these is a chapter within in this 
publication. While they are presented in the guise of a 
‘path’ or a trajectory, please be aware that this 
research has not been so tidy, and these same three 
‘threads’ might also be represented thusly:
...with my ‘grand reinvention’ appearing in the middle 
there like that. More three-ring circus than three-step 
programme.
(I’m hinting at the fact that there’ll need to be some 
reading between the lines here.)
Each chapter consists of particular projects from 
within which the central theme has emerged. Inspired 
by my reading of Dracula,1 an epistolary novel,2 each 
chapter is made up of combinations of different kinds 
of texts—pertinent blog entries, abandoned essays, 
articles I’ve written for other publications, and 
reflective writing exercises designed specifically for 
this exegesis. Notes in red are intended to guide the 
reader, but have also provided further reflection on 
the research. 
As a result, ideas and discoveries will come and go, 
and reappear again as you read. This is intentional 
and honest. The epistolary novel was popular for it’s 
realism, and like-wise here I’m trying to show this the 
way it happened... and, in fact, the picture I’m giving 
you here is far too tidy anyway. 
1. Bram Stoker, Dracula. 1897
2. An epistolary novel is made up of a series of ‘other’ documents like 
letters, diary entries, and newspaper articles. It first became popular in 
the 18th century for its heightened sense of realism. Frankenstein and 
The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde are also largely ‘epistolary’. 
These texts have influenced this topic conceptually, and their narrative 
structure seemed appropriate for my own account.
3. Particularly Dan Friedman’s book Radical Modernism. Yale University 
Press, 1997.
4. See Steven Heller, ‘Cult of the Ugly’ in Eye vol.3, no.9, 1993. [52–59]
5. The National Grid. A copy of issue #1 should accompany this 
document. For further copies or future issues please visit our website; 
www.thenationalgrid.co.nz
Audience
My desire to show this process as honestly as 
possible comes from my understanding that there are 
aspects to its problematic (monstrous!) evolution that 
resonate with other researchers/practitioners. In the 
sense that my research has largely been about the 
development and application of reflective practice, I 
imagine that the initial audience for this work will be 
other researchers. 
There is also a lot here about disenchantment with 
professional practice though—as a commercially 
oriented discipline generally relying on the external 
motivation of a brief, graphic design struggles to 
sustain provocative practices. And ultimately I hope 
this research might help show other disenchanted 
designers both the benefits of, and a way into a more 
sustaining self-motivated, research-led practice. 
Precedents/Trajectory
As the research has moved around so have the 
existing practices and areas of knowledge I have 
been looking at and drawing from.
Initially I started out looking at the work of the West 
Coast American schools from the 1980s and 90s. 
Specifically I was interested in the American mutation 
of the ‘Swiss Style’ by the students of Wolfgang 
Weingart—April Greiman and Dan Friedman.3 This led 
me to the later work of Elliot Earls, who influenced a 
lot of my early formal explorations of ugliness and 
monstrosity. 
While my interest in ‘the cult of the ugly’4 eventually 
waned (after some initial excitement it didn’t seem to 
be leading me anywhere further), Earls has remained 
influential in my ongoing research due to the 
interdisciplinary ‘hybrid’ nature of his practice—his 
work crossing and erasing boundaries between film, 
music, performance, and graphic design.
More recently however—as my initial rejection of my 
Modernist upbringing has cooled, and as the 
publication project5 I am involved in has gathered 
momentum—I have been looking at a trajectory of 
peculiarly ‘English’ designer/writers. Specifically 
Herbert Spencer as editor and designer of 
Typographica, Robin Kinross’ Hyphen Press, and 






Disenchantment > Provocation > Engagement
Looking back over the pot-shots and false-starts 
that constitute much of my research over the last 
three years you could be forgiven for initially thinking 
I haven’t achieved very much at all. Of course I want 
to show that the opposite is actually true. And I want 
to begin to do so by suggesting that the very fact 
that the projects have been ‘all over the place’ is 
fundamentally important within the (often sub-
conscious) aims and objectives of my research.
What I’m getting at here is that I often didn’t know 
where I was going. But that, in hindsight—precisely 
because it was divergent and tangential, as opposed 
to logical and step-by-step—the projects within my 
research inadvertently sketched out a detailed map 
of my practice at a specific point in time. 
The chart that appears (my map is a monstrous jig-
saw puzzle) documents my disenchantment with 
Graphic Design. The false-starts and unfinished 
projects begin to make some sense when viewed 
through this lens—my constant moving about, reading 
widely, searching for a position... my research has 
covered a lot of ground. 
It worried and upset me. This methodology did not 
fit with my assumptions about research, or about 
design.1 On one hand I yearned for a grand ‘Research 
Question’, a problem to solve, and a logical trajectory. 
Yet on the other I sort of subconsciously knew—from 
years of experience—that this wasn’t the type of 
practice I wanted to develop. So my problem then, 
was one of dislocation.
Understanding and coming to terms with this 
dislocation—my disenchantment, and source of 
distraction—has obviously been a fundamentally 
important part of my attempt to re-engage with 
Graphic Design, both practically and ideologically.
Professional practice
Disenchantment is (pervasive?) a common complaint 
from graphic designers. Generally based on the 
externally motivated nature of design, it’s easy to 
blame the briefs, the clients, or the MBA wielding 
account-manager who is increasingly put between 
designers and their clients. 
And while I am guilty of having made these same 
complaints, I have come to realise—through this 
research—that my own disappointment was more 
complex, deeply ingrained, and   personal in nature. 
Even after almost ten years in the industry it wasn’t 
that I’d become bored or frustrated by the lack of 
room to push a brief beyond what was generally 
expected. I was working at one of NZ’s best studios, 
and I can’t really blame the jobs, the clients, or 
the politics of studio. I just didn’t care anymore.
I didn’t care about ‘good’ design, about elegance 
or making things look pretty, and I didn’t care about 
other people’s interactions with my work. As a result 
I was unable to see an interesting future for myself in 
Graphic Design—further potential or possibility—so 
I left professional practice and went teaching. But, of 
course, I struggled with that too—how can you teach 
something you don’t believe in? 
Frame of reference
Through the reflection of this research, I have 
eventually come to realise that my lack of faith in 
Graphic Design was largely the result of a perception 
of the domain that I did not engage with, or aspire to. 
Initially this was an inherited frame of reference from 
an ideological Formalist education2—one I knew 
didn’t quite ‘fit’, but one that I seemed to have real 
difficulty shaking off.
Having read more widely and looked outside of 
Design in my research, I have realised how much my 
frame of reference had been shaped by the discourse 
most immediately available to me. Following school, 
my developing perception of Design in general was 
constructed around the overwhelmingly dominant 
voices of industry—safety, conservatism, economics, 
and politics. 
My initial engagement with graphic design had been 
on an ephemeral level and, I should point out, I’ve 
never had any desire to design signage systems for 
airports or hospitals. Mostly I’ve designed posters for 
bands and books for artists. So the central concerns 
of much graphic design discourse—usability, 
technical innovation, etc—always seemed more 
specifically applicable to architectural or industrial 
design to me.3 
I quickly became more interested in reading about 
art and music. The way these things were discussed 
seemed to fit more appropriately the way my practice 
as a graphic designer actually happened.4 There 
seemed to be more room for speculation, intuition, 
and self-interest. And so a key development of this 
practice-led research has been my developing ability 
to frame up a practice in design around these other
—perhaps more marginal—concerns. 
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1. “Design is a process. It is a process whereby a designer, equipped 
with a technical knowledge of all processes and materials available at 
the time, and a true understanding of the problems to be solved, and of 
the constraints that may be imposed upon the solution, together with a 
sensitive and humanitarian respect for the same, combines these different 
elements into a cohesive practical whole.”
My undergraduate teacher/supervisor, Max Hailstone, in his book Design 
and Designers. Published by The Griffin Press and NZ Industrial Design 
Council, 1985.
2. See above, but also my notes on page 24, ‘Modernism vs White Trash’.
3. See Noel Waite’s text ‘The Lay of the Case: Putting New Zealand 
Communication Design on the Map’ in The National Grid #1, March 
2006. Noel touches on the tendency for graphic design discourse to be 
based on concerns of architectural and industrial design practices. 
4. I’m slightly misrepresenting this. I had become aware of alternative 
voices via publications like Eye (UK) and Emigre (USA). I engaged more 
readily with Eye magazine, although its journalistic style and preference 
for historical survey didn’t excite me. Emigre on the other hand, was 
much more inflammatory and provocative, but always felt overly didactic 
and a bit evangelical (hard to believe). I always imagined something in 
between these publications, and then of course I discovered Dot Dot Dot 
on my first trip to Melbourne to begin this research. Dot Dot Dot has been 
hugely influential in terms of my developing a new practical frame of 
reference through my reading around this research.
5. Lave and Wenger, Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral 
Participation. Cambridge University Press, 1991.
6. Although my diagonally related practice as a musician has always 
heavily relied on other peoples involvement. 
7. See my ‘Letter to Fraser’, page 29 this chapter.
8. See ‘Other people’ in the introduction to chapter 3, Engagement.
Community of practice5
It’s impossible to avoid the fact that the disenchant-
ment I have felt around my perception of the 
discipline/domain has had a lot to do with my inability 
to locate myself within a like-minded community of 
practice. As a graphic designer I’ve always tended to 
work in isolation,6 and one of the most ‘useful’ things 
I’ve gotten from this extended period of reflection has 
been a new appreciation of the value that interaction 
with others can bring to practice.
Until I began this research towards a Masters at RMIT 
University in Melbourne my practice had been solely 
based in New Zealand. And where any graphic design 
community is understandably going to be dominated 
by the terms and conditions of industry, this is even 
more so in an extremely small community such as 
we have in New Zealand. I’ve never had much respect 
for the profession as I’ve known and experienced it. 
And even though (perhaps because of the fact?) 
I’d taken part in a lot of industry related hoo-ha
—judging awards7 etc—I’ve always felt dislocated 
from a community of practice. 
Through the accidental and unexpected relationships 
I’ve developed around this research8 (peripherally), 
I can now see that a large part of my difficulty in 
articulating my own particular and abstract interests 
within Graphic Design has been symptomatic of this 
actual, and perceived—partly self-imposed—isolation.
Way in
I wanted this chapter to be like a eulogy, or a ‘good-
bye’ at least, to the kind of practice I had before... 
dislocated, flat, conservative, brain-washed, 
simplistic, unreflective, and disengaged. The work
—projects, experiences, and reflections—included 
here are those I felt most highlighted certain aspects 
of my disenchantment.
The basis of my proposal here—my ‘thesis’—is largely 
to do with the potential such a lack of faith actually 
has to be highly engaging and generative (when 
articulated and provoked). The trajectory I’m 
describing here—Disenchantment > Provocation 
> Engagement—has been fabricated (realised!) 
in hindsight however, and so the projects will not 
necessarily be shown chronologically. 
Of course this work is highly personal, and one of the 
discoveries I have made about myself has been my 
tendency to let my natural pessimism get in the way 
of my productivity—those false starts I was talking 
about. I’d like to think that through understanding 
this—by simply being aware of it—I am now, at least, 
optimistically cynical.
 Self-portrait as monster (‘Designwolf’). Digital photograph, February 2006. 
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Part of aborted text on ‘innovation’ for issue #1 of The National 
Grid. Talk was Bruce Mau ‘At The Parsons Table’, Parsons School 
of Art and Design, New York City, 15 December 2005. It was soon 
after this experience, in the ‘Church of Mau’, that I began 









Of all the letters I’ve been trying to write lately this is easily the 
hardest. Our relationship has a lot of complexity because we’ve known 
each other for a long time now, and the dynamics of the relationship 
have shifted over that time. Maybe I should just start with some obvious 
statements? And I should be honest with you — I’m sort of hoping this 
will be both an illuminating and cathartic exercise — I’m describing the 
breakdown in our relationship because I think it says a lot about my loss 
of faith in design.
Phase 1. For a long time I really looked up to you. As a 15 year old boy 
thinking about what to do with my life, you represented something worth 
aspiring to – something about your absolute commitment to what it was you 
were doing appealed to me immensely. This sort of attitude was quite new 
to me. Your commitment to the art of design rather than the money also 
struck a chord. Your bad moods made sense because, as you pointed out, 
everything was designed so poorly, and the world could easily have been 
a more beautiful place. If only people would “consider the details” and 
act “more appropriately”.
A few years later, when I’d finished art school, I really hoped you’d offer 
me a job at your studio. I was scared to show you the work I’d done at 
school though – I had a feeling you wouldn’t approve. Anyway I was far 
too nervous (admiration?) to just come out and ask if I might come and 
work with you. But then of course Max died, you took over the course at 
Canterbury, and I got a job at the art gallery in Hamilton anyway. 
Phase 2. Some years later still, when I was living in Wellington, you asked 
me if I’d come and talk to your students. You’d seen some of the work I’d 
been doing, and of course I was very pleased that you thought enough of 
it to ask me to show it to your students. I came, I talked… and it was 
the beginning of the next phase in our relationship. This was, I think, 
the start of our relating to each other as equals? This isn’t completely 
true because you were always more sure of yourself and, to be honest, you 
still scared me a bit. Anyway, two key things happened as a result this; 
a. we started discussing the idea of working on a publication together, 
and b. about a year later you invited me down to take your position at the 
university while you were away on a years study leave. 
The publication we talked about was The National Grid. I’d had the idea 
for a while of doing this low-fi graphic design fanzine, and you were keen 
to be involved, to help get it off the ground, only you thought it should 
be a bit more hi-fi and pragmatic. Three or four years later I’ve finally 
published the first issue of The National Grid, but with someone else, as 
you know. You sounded quite offended (upset?) in the very brief email you 
sent me when you saw issue #1, and this is a good intro to the third, and 
current, phase of our relationship.
Phase 3. This is really why I’m writing this letter. And the letter 
seems so appropriate because of the communication breakdown between us in 
this phase. Most of the following will be based on speculation because we 
haven’t talked in ages, but mostly what I’m wanting to do here is describe 
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the change I think my practice has gone through, the role you’ve sort 
of unwittingly played in that, and why I think it is that we don’t talk 
anymore. 
As I’ve said I’d really looked up to you. You’d sent me off to the same 
school you’d studied design at, and I ended up learning from the same 
charismatic Englishman who’d taught you. But that was sort of where the 
fracture began, because I knew you really looked up to him, but I didn’t 
really ‘click’ with him at all. He was very much what you’d call 
a Modernist of the old guard. Our points of reference were all from 1950s 
Swiss graphic design; Muller-Brockmann, Gerstner, Weingart… although anyone 
from Herbert Spencer’s ‘Pioneers of Modern Typography’ was acceptable. 
Tschichold’s first book was good, and structuralist semiotics were 
imperative. He was a Formalist, and very dogmatic, and even though I didn’t 
really engage with a lot of this initially, I began to believe that this 
was what real (read ‘useful’, ‘valuable’) graphic design was… and of course 
it really illuminated your practice for me. 
For roughly the next eight years, however, I struggled to use what I’d 
learnt to find a position or a ‘practice’ that I could really engage with. 
I’d gotten very good at aping the aesthetics of those utopian Modernist 
forbears, but it felt pretty hollow and meaningless within the framework 
of the uses I could put it to. Slowly but surely I became more and more 
disenchanted with graphic design. I wasn’t seeing any work I liked, and 
I’d begun to think that graphic design and ‘graphic designers’ were a 
bit trite. I’d been hanging out mostly with artists and musicians, and 
I enjoyed their company more. In hindsight I can see that the publication 
I’d been glibly proposing was possibly motivated by my lack of enthusiasm, 
and some subconscious belief that there could be more to graphic design 
that what I was currently experiencing (although I admit I didn’t give it 
a lot of thought at the time).
I’d discussed it, The National Grid, with a number of people, most 
significantly an art history/theory lecturer I worked with in Hamilton, 
before I mentioned it to you. I realised I’d never be able to do it on my 
own, and I probably imagined it’d never happen anyway, but when I talked 
to you about it, suddenly you made it sound possible. You talked about 
funding and sponsorship etc, and I could sort of see it taking shape on the 
horizon somewhere. That was all good enough, and we continued these loosely 
pragmatic conversations via email. 
The change – the breakdown! – occurred when we started to talk about 
possible content. It became apparent pretty quickly that we were interested 
in very different things. You wanted to critique things formally, and were 
talking about articles on the correct usage on hyphens, en-, and em-dashes. 
You wanted to make ‘the rules’ known, whereas I was imagining vaguely 
poetic ramblings about vernacular fish-and-chip shop signage from provincial 
New Zealand. We were obviously coming at this – graphic design – from 
different angles now, but I liked the idea that the publication could 
contain very different voices, and I kept trying to work with you. 
Unfortunately (or fortunately, depending on how you look at it?) our 
differences in opinion about content had surfaced shortly before I was to 
arrive in Christchurch to take charge of the course you’d been running at 
Canterbury University. And where I was still sort of interested in working 
with you, you kind of just stopped talking to me. The weirdness of which 
was compounded by the fact that I was to be taking ‘your’ course for a 
year.
This was obviously a real struggle for me – to teach ‘Hamish’ projects. 
They were basically exactly the same projects we’d done as students there 
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years ago – the same ones I’d had a problem with then… how the hell 
was I to ‘teach’ them now? This coupled with the fact that I was very 
disenchanted with graphic design in general, and in some respects just 
didn’t even believe in it anymore. The fact was I just didn’t care so much 
about the correct use of hyphens, en-, and em-dashes. So setting out on 
such projects with the students at the beginning of the year, I quickly 
realised that I wasn’t going to be very useful (inspirational?) to anybody 
doing this kind of study.
I know you see graphic design as a science rather than an art. You believe 
design exists to solve problems and to improve the world around us. And 
your teaching style and values reflected those beliefs through the kinds 
of projects that you set — typefaces for dyslexics, signage systems for 
public transport, that sort of thing. You knew what the required outcome of 
a project would be, so you had strict guidelines as to the correct process 
to be followed — 1. brief, 2. data collection, 3. analysis/synthesis, 4. 
solution. And you taught them well… (I could never get any of your students 
to respond intuitively to each other let alone a project).
Inevitably I began to try writing/setting my own projects. Of course 
I struggled initially, because I was unable to articulate a practice of 
my own. All I really knew was that I didn’t engage with design in the way 
that you were teaching it. I’ve since tried ‘opening up’ the course by 
introducing self-initiated components. And rather than lecturing students 
on ‘the rules’ of typography, I just tend to let them loose on something 
and help them through a process of self-discovery… you’d be surprised how 
many of them have gotten very good at setting type beautifully based on 
their own evolving common sense! 
You believe it’s necessary to ‘direct’ a students learning, whereas I tend 
to want to provide a rough guide. And this obviously says a lot about the 
difference between us. I guess it comes back to the way we see design. You 
see it as a science — quantitative and analytical, and I see it as an art 
— speculative and contestable.
Anyway, initially we were still in contact, although only very 
occasionally, and only via email. When word got back to you though (through 
your loyal students), about what I was up to at school, that was it – the 
end of our relationship. I haven’t heard from you since, except for that 
very brief and nasty email about The National Grid. That didn’t bother me 
though because I didn’t expect you’d like it. I’ve begun to realise the 
nature of our differences, and also because I know you more or less, 
I can understand your vitriolic response to the publication. 
As I mentioned I’m really writing this letter for myself – a reflective 
exercise to try and understand my lack of engagement with the kind of 
practice that you represent so well. If, however, after reading this, 




Studio wall, February 2004. 
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This  text was part of a first attempt to locate the common threads 
in my research over the past couple of years. Looking at the photo 
of the wall it occurred to me for the first time how disenchanted I’d 





Modernism vs White Trash
While at the time I wasn’t specifically focusing on a 
sense of disenchantment, this first project documents 
what I then saw as a ‘split’ in my personality... and 
subsequent practice. 
I’d struggled to come to terms with my Modernist 
education in graphic design, but—eventually—I’d 
come to love and respect the ‘Masters’ of Modern 
typography.1 
‘Real’ graphic design was invisible, stripped to it’s 
essentials the reader/audience should not notice 
anything but the content. Any form-giving would be 
appropriate to the content, and any decoration should 
be avoided. Typefaces should never be mixed, and 
Helvetica or Akzidenz Grotesque was the default in 
any circumstance. The Grid was almighty.2 And 
legibility—the ‘reading condition’—was the basis of 
any decision.3
I came to believe (more or less unquestioningly) in 
ideas like these. And it was in this state of mind that 
I entered into professional practice. You might call 
that ‘Zombie Modernism’.4 I worked this way for a 
quite a while.
But...
this wasn’t where my interest in design had originated 
from. And while I was able—eventually willing—to 
adapt, the ideas and images of European Modernism 
had little in common with my own background in 
small-town New Zealand. I’d grown up around 
farming, heavy drinking, big cars, and loud music.5
My initial interest in graphic design (although I didn’t 
know what that was for a long time) developed 
through a love of fairly mundane things; comics, 
magazines, lolly wrappers, record covers. 
As my disenchantment with professional practice 
grew, I sort of blamed Modernism (really I was 
blaming my education though) and I  became quite 
nostalgic for the days where I enjoyed copying car 
badges and band logos onto the covers of my school 
books. I wished I could be naive again? I began to 
lose interest in ‘good’ design. Basically I was bored 
with grids and Helvetica, and vernacular design 
seemed to be lot richer and infinitely more honest 
to me.
The problem here—or so I thought at the time—was 
that I’d come to believe that these two sorts of 
practice were incompatible. The ‘real’ problem was 
1. Jan Tschichold, Max Bill, Joseph Muller-Brockmann, Karl Gerstner, 
et al. Even though I was at design school in the 1990s Wolgang Weingart 
was presented to us as a ‘radical’. Weingart even came to visit. The 
fact that Weingart’s students—April Greiman and Dan Freidman in 
particular—had taken his ideas back to West Coast American schools, 
where they’d mutated into something else entirely, was completely 
unknown to me.
2. See Josef Muller-Brockmann’s Grid Systems for Graphic Design.
3. Herbert Spencer’s The Visible Word was our bible here.
4. Initially Jeffery Keedy, ‘Zombie Modernism’ in Emigre 34, Spring 
1995. But more recently Mark Owens, ‘Graphics Incognito’ in Dot 
Dot Dot 12, 2006. Interestingly Owens “reclaims” the idea of zombie 
modernism as a potentially generative and complex strategy in graphic 
design. Obviously I like that idea because it fits into my own interests 
around monstrosity. I should also point out that if Dot Dot Dot has any 
sort of mandate then it might be a re-evaluation,  or re-appreciation of 
Modernism. And that, in some ways, they’ve sort of got me believing in 
it again.
5. There was a mixture of different styles of music—my grandfather 
listened to Elvis all the time, my grandmother liked Country and Western 
(Loretta Lynn, Patsy Cline), my father was more Folk-Rock (Neil Young), 
and my uncles were all into late 70s/early 80s Heavy Metal (AC/DC, Led 
Zeppelin, Iron Maiden, and Motorhead). The one thing all these types of 
music have in common (apart from Neil Young perhaps?) is that they’re 
all very ‘lower-class’. No one in my family listened to Classical music or 
Opera... which sort of illustrates the point I’m trying to make here.
6. I had seen and read about the work that had been done by students 
and staff at both Cranbrook and Cal Arts in the late 1990s, but I’d never 
dabbled in that kind of stuff. I’d read Emigre a lot when I discovered 
it, and where I’d liked the ideas/discourse I hadn’t really engaged with 
the work it reproduced or represented. This project, through its ‘hybrid’ 
motivation, could be seen as a beginning to work within that West Coast 
trajectory—a sort of ‘trying on for size’.
perhaps more that I was unable to reflect on the 
seeming disparity between the things I was interested 
in and engage with them in a generative way.
This book then, the first ‘Hot Rod Biology’—
combining the conventions of the modernist text 
book with a hot rod magazine—was an attempt to 
pull these things together in a way that I was trying 
to describe as hybrid.6 
I didn’t think it was successful at the time because 
I was looking for that ‘hybridity’—a new aesthetic 
I think?—which never arrived. Less consciously, 
however—and more valuably in hindsight—this 
project began to map, and thereby illuminate aspects 
of my disenchantment with graphic design. 
It’s full of unanswered questions, but—reciprocally












I’ve been meaning to get in touch for a while now, as I’ve been thinking 
a lot about the judging process you invited me to take part in a couple 
of years ago. I know you thought that I was a bit annoying – constantly 
arguing, and holding up the process — and I wanted to try and explain why 
I was frustrated, and eventually disappointed by it. But also – on a 
happier note – I want to let you know that being involved in this process 
was, in hindsight, quite educational and valuable for me.
Mostly this is to do with the palpable peripheral nature of my 
contribution, and my not really understanding the significance or character 
of this difference. I’ve been wondering why and how was I chosen to be a 
part of the exercise? It certainly occurred to me as being strange at the 
time – I was honestly surprised (flattered!) to be asked. But as time has 
passed, and I’ve thought about this momentary experience a lot more, this 
question has been really ringing in my head. Why me? What did you expect? 
My question is motivated by the fact that I was an obvious ‘odd ball’ – a 
bit of a freak really (am I being a bit sensitive?). The other judges were 
all owners of relatively successful studios, who showed up in flash cars 
with expensive watches, TV smiles, and heavily laden appointment diaries. 
I, by comparison, had recently quit professional practice and gone teaching 
as a way to make some money while I tried to figure out how to get the hell 
OUT of graphic design. I drove a Lada station wagon that cost $500 and 
couldn’t get a warrant.
Obviously a large amount of my frustration was due to the fact that I just 
didn’t get along with the other judges. Which sounds childish I know, but 
which has also been very illuminating in the respect that I was forced 
to have to begin to think about why that was. We couldn’t have been more 
different. And maybe that was the point? You wanted someone like me in the 
mix to ‘even it out’, to provide a different point-of-view?
This makes perfect sense of course. But the problem then, was that there 
was only one of me and five of them. And being that we could never agree on 
anything, you would always call a vote — and the vote would always be 5 to 
1. So I would always just end up feeling useless, and that my inclusion in 
the process was pointless… or some sort of token gesture (to what I don’t 
know?).
Anyway, partly I’m writing to have a whinge. That is true. But also, I’m 
wanting to say that some good did come of this, and that it was somehow a 
result of that illumination of difference. I mean we were all supposed to 
be ‘Graphic Designers’, yet we had absolutely nothing in common as far as 
I could tell? How could we be seeing the same things, experiencing them, 
and talking about them so fundamentally differently, when we all supposedly 
shared in the same discipline/domain? Maybe I sounded like a jerk when I 
described them earlier, but I’m just trying to figure out why we so clearly 
don’t aspire to the same things? (In some ways I left quite ‘happy’ to be 
the bumbling loser with the crappy car. The experience certainly didn’t 
inspire me to move to Auckland and take a high-paying job at a large 
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successful studio… quite the opposite in fact, it made me want to stick to 
the margins and even stay teaching!?)
I’m also alluding to a concern that my own interests seemed to be entirely 
marginal in relation to those of the other judges. I’ll see if I can 
explain…
I was quite happy to be subjective and opinionated. I was looking for work 
that I thought was disruptive and/or delightful… work that engaged ME as 
a designer. They – ‘they’ – were horrified when I said this, and insisted 
on lecturing me about how we had to try to be objective and assess how 
well the job had “met the brief”, or “solved the clients problems”, etc. 
Yet when I asked them how they did that I found they all had different and 
unsatisfactory answers, and so I suggested that they were actually being 
just as subjective as me, only they weren’t being honest about it. They’d 
all point to ‘craft’ as some sort of defining quality, but I didn’t care 
much about formal elegance, so that didn’t help (you can see how our cars 
work as an analogy there).
To some extent I should have expected this. And to be honest with you I’ve 
never really liked other graphic designers. But still I really was quite 
surprised by the fact that we (me and them) were actually talking about 
COMPLETELY different things. Where they were looking for market-research, 
simplicity, and safety – I was looking for resonance, complexity, and 
provocation! They wanted visual puns and one-liners, whereas I wanted for 
some sort of referential density.
And this is what I meant about that ‘illumination’ before – the idea that 
this experience (or my reflecting on it) began to shed some light on my 
disenchantment with professional practice, and my inability to engage with 
‘the industry’. 
There’s two inter-related parts to this I think? Firstly there’s an obvious 
disparity between those terms and conditions – the words we use, the way 
we speak, and how that shapes the way we see and evaluate things. But the 
second, BIGGER thing, I think, was the slowly evolving realisation that 
this was/is THE community of practice  in New Zealand. Of course the small 
size of that community means it is dominated by industry whose interests 
are, understandably, primarily commercial. As a result however, alternative 
voices (and I’ve been discovering that we do have some!) have existed in 
relative isolation to one another — dislocated and disconnected.
I’ve spent a lot of time recently thinking about the character and 
significance of the periphery, of those marginal voices – how imagination, 
innovation, and invention are almost always entirely marginal anyway, and 
how the centre sort of ‘feeds’ on the periphery in most cases. Perhaps that 
sounds arrogant, but I certainly think it’s true of creative practices in 
general, don’t you?
Anyway, to bring this to a close I want to tell you about the ‘good thing’ 
that came out of all of this. In fact I’m including a copy of it with this 
letter…
The National Grid is a publication I’ve set up (collaboratively with 
another graphic designer, Jonty Valentine) that aims to address the stuff 
I’ve been waxing on about here… to begin to build/connect a community of 
marginal characters (your monsters?), to document peripheral practices 
(those who would never win your awards), and to acknowledge the importance 
of tension and dissent within the community. We’re very much making it up 
and figuring it out as we go – issue #2 already looks like it’ll be a big 
improvement on #1. Anyway, let me know what you think? If ever you’d be 
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Learning from distraction [part 1]
The loudest and most obvious indication of my 
disenchantment with graphic design that continually 
appears throughout these projects is my pre-
occupation with—actually preference for—making 
music.
Many of my ideas for projects contained somewhat 
strained attempts at ‘putting’ music into them, either 
as content or outcome. 
I came up with lots of different reasons and/or 
excuses for this but basically, as I’d become less 
engaged by my experiences in design, I’d gone back 
to playing music because it was fun.
“I just wish design could be as much fun as playing 
in a band.”1
At the time I thought music could offer me more in 
terms of ‘surprise’—improvisation, the unexpected, 
the excitement of live performance—and I set about 
trying to introduce greater degrees of chance and 
unpredictability into my work in graphic design.2
In hindsight, this was a mistake (sort of).
I wanted to ‘make’ my practice as a graphic designer 
more ‘like’ my practice as a musician—I’d been doing 
this by looking at the forms and processes of one, 
and then trying to apply them to the other. 
1. This was Holden Gunn’s last line—intentionally naive—in a low-fi 
DVD I made called Inviting The Monster. This 20 minute movie opened 
and closed with performances by the band I was in at the time.
2. Aspects of this are covered in more detail in my second chapter here, 
Provocation.
3. Until fairly recently I hadn’t ever collaborated with another designer on 
anything. The collaborative project I’m currently involved in is covered in 
more detail in my third and final chapter on Engagement.
What emerged however was the slow realisation that 
these forms and processes were more similar than I’d 
first thought.
The question then—what’s different?
Out on the periphery of my immediate tendency 
to focus on artefacts and ways of making, was the 
slowly occurring realisation that one important thing 
I was getting from music that I wasn’t from design, 
was a like-minded community that I could 
engage with. 
I’m talking about company and conversation here.
Collaboration3 is a part of this, but it’s not really the 
point I’m trying to make here. 
My ‘point’ is that company and conversation are 
important generative factors for any sort of engaged 
and sustainable practice. 
It sounds so obvious. And, again, the answer was 
right there in front of me. 
There all the time, but hard to see.
This realisation about community was amplified by my moving to New 
York for 6 months where I tried (unsuccessfully) to put a band together. 






The footage referred to in the entry above was included as part of 
a 20 minute movie I made called ‘Inviting The Monster’. See chapter 
2, Provocation, pages 69–72.
Right: The final chapter of the first Hot Rod Biology book was a 
‘Manifesto for The Hybrid Practitioner’. This manifesto includes a 
number of early visual cues to my interests in the space between 
my previously disparate practices as a graphic designer and as a 




I’ve always struggled to find studios I’ve wanted to 
work in.
Apart from the fact that I haven’t ever gotten on very 
well with other graphic designers, I’ve also never 
really liked the studio environments they tend to 
inhabit. 
To be honest with you I’ve only ever worked for a 
‘real’ studio for about three years over the last 
decade.
I can’t stand those pseudo-modernist corporate 
interiors: white with a ‘feature-wall’, steel and glass, 
a designer chair or two, carefully placed, but that no 
one ever sits in. 
Despite being an otherwise stereotypical Virgo, I like 
a bit of clutter. I like having ‘stuff’ around me, I like to 
make a mess, and I like to work with my hands.
My ideal studio would be like a well stocked band-
room, a bit run down, dimly lit, packed full of old (pre-
digital) equipment.
I’ve never been very interested in computers or new 
technology—the first thing I did when I quit full-time 
professional practice was give away my cell phone.
About six months after I’d made the book I’m showing 
you here I took a trip and spent a couple of weeks at 
one of the oldest operational (wood-type) letterpress 
printers in the world.1
1. Hatch Show Print, Nashville, Tennessee. I visited Hatch in December 
2004. At the time I struggled to pretend that it had anything to do with my 
research. In hindsight it appears to be a pertinent illustration of some of 
the things that I was so unhappy with about my practice in graphic design.
2. This manifesto, ‘A Manifesto for the Hybrid Practitioner’, is discussed 
and reproduced in full in chapter 2, Provocation.
I’d gone there in search of an aesthetic—nostalgia
—but what interested me most once I arrived was just 
how much nicer it was to be in that environment. 
You might have a museum in mind, but it wasn’t like 
that at all. It was a fully functional jobbing print 
workshop—constantly busy.
To be moving around, standing up—it was a nice 
change to designing sitting in front of a computer. 
Which reminds me... 
my favourite part of this first Hot Rod Biology book 
was actually the manifesto I made for the final 
chapter. I’d been planning to write one, but I was 
running out of time. I’d been doing a lot of reading 
though and I had a lot of references—so in the end 
I just photocopied the important bits and cut and 
pasted them together by hand (see over page). 
Of course this made perfect sense—it was about 
appropriation and hybridisation afterall.2 
But my point here is really just my various inter-
related efforts to get away from the computer... and 
the studio.
Setting type by hand at Hatch, and proofing my first job at Hatch Show 
Print. This was taken over the road and photocopied down to A4 size so it 
could be faxed to the client to check. 
Right: Interior of Hatch Show Print. The relaxed atmosphere possibly 
related to the total lack of contemporary communication technologies? 











I’ve been trying to write to a whole bunch of people as part of some 
strange cathartic exercise to do with my masters research, and I realised 
I should definitely drop you a line!
I’ll keep this brief — I think it’s fairly simple? Basically I just want 
to apologise really, about my behaviour when I worked for you... and 
let you know that I can sort of understand now that the problems I had 
working at the studio were more to do with my own romantic and over-blown 
expectations than anything to do with the work, clients, or time-frames 
etc. 
As you well know I wasn’t very happy at the studio, and partly — I’ve 
realised since leaving — this was environmental. When I left I went 
teaching, and while I’ve struggled with that, I’ve really enjoyed not 
being stuck in front of a computer all day, every day. I’ve told you about 
my trip to Nashville to work at the old letterpress workshop? — it was 
so great to be able to move about, work with my hands, and make a mess! 
But the other thing I’ve discovered is that I quite like to talk about 
design... why I’ve begun, surprisingly, to like teaching I guess? And 
I have to say this was something that was really missing from the studio 
environment — for me anyway (I know some of the girls ‘talked’... but not 
really ever about design, more about their shoes and hair etc).
I know I always took too long on projects, and was sometimes rude to 
clients (and other staff?), but what I’m trying to explain here is that 
I didn’t understand or respect the nature of the difference between the 
requirements of the studio, and my own more personal wants/needs. I really 
want you to know that in hindsight I can see that the studio you ran was 
really a very good one (I can’t imagine having worked anywhere else in NZ 
actually). But that I’ve realised a ‘studio’ is not the best place for me 
to be practising. Of course you probably already knew that! And so did 
I, kind of. But of course I was worried that I was in the wrong profession/
discipline and thought I should try doing something else entirely.   
Which brings me back to those expectations of mine. What the hell do I 
mean? Basically I’m just talking about the fact that I don’t really care 
for ‘solving clients problems’ and having a company car and all that kind 
of stuff. I’ve realised that I’m sort of much more interested in what goes 
on in the margins of graphic design — I’m interested in the things that 
don’t work so well, in writing (thinking), and in developing self-initiated 
research projects — none of which, obviously, are particularly financially 
sustainable. 
These sorts of projects, in tandem with my current teaching position, 
keep me moving... cognitively and physically. I really like that I get 
to work in all sorts of different environments now — from talking in the 
class-room, to working in my own studio, to writing to you now from the 
dinner table at home. I’ve also been able to travel a lot as part of this 
‘new’ sort of practice, I’ve been to Melbourne quite a lot for the masters 
obviously, but I’ve also been to America twice — New York for 6 months! 
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— and am currently planning a trip to The Netherlands this summer.
I hated being tied down to desk in a studio. And while I thought I’d go 
back into professional practice when I finished my masters, I don’t think 
I will anymore. I’ve been working quite hard on carving myself out a 
practice based in personal inquiry, as opposed to commercial problem-
solving. 
Obviously the world needs both — I’ll still take on jobs that interest me 
(for friends?) — and so I just wanted to let you know that I can appreciate 
that we are generally interested in the same thing — Graphic Design — but 
that we’re coming at it from quite different perspectives. 
I hope thing’s are well in the big smoke... Anna tells me the wedding was 





Maps appeared in this first Hot Rod Biology book via 
an interest initially in hybrid languages—those 
mutant, ‘bastard’ languages that occur at cultural 
boundaries, or ‘borderlands’.1
I was interested in the metaphor of colonisation, but 
I was only thinking about it in terms of ‘style’ at this 
point—Elvis was, I thought, a good example. I liked 
that generally Elvis was seen as being sort of evil for 
having appropriated a form (style) of music that 
wasn’t his.  I prefer the idea that everything is up for 
grabs—”all art is theft”2—everything is available to be 
put together in new and unexpected ways. 
I was interested in the connections between the 
things I liked—records especially—the idea that none 
of it was ‘new’, just a mutation of something old.3  
I thought I could discover something new (exciting) by 
delving into my own nostalgia and trying to bastardise 
the things I loved...4
Maps appeared again later on in my research (see 
chapter 2)... initially as a convention that I wanted 
to disrupt, to ‘make monstrous’... but then, more 
unexpectedly, as vague attempts to map my practice.
1. Gloria Anzaldua, Borderlands/La Frontera: the new Mestiza, 1987.
2. Malcolm Garrett, Baseline #13. 1990
2. Jan Michl, ‘On Seeing Design as Redesign’ in Scandinavian Journal of 
Design History 12, 2002.
3. Luke Wood, ‘Raiders of The Lost Ark’ in Prodesign: Journal of the 
Designers Institute of New Zealand #76, April/May 2005. This text 
reproduced in chapter 3, Engagement.
Looking back these various maps all point to a desire 
to ‘relocate’ my practice—each one containing certain 
particular observations about the practice I’d had and  
a different sort of practice that was appearing on the 
horizon...
Funnily enough I’ve ended up travelling a lot during 
this research, and I want to attribute much my 
eventual re-engagement with design to this. I’ve 
worked hard to ‘search out’ a new practice for 
myself—new ways of making, of thinking, and of 
coming at design, and—probably most importantly
—new people and places.
That’s me outside Sun Records in Memphis, Tennessee, where Elvis made 
his first recordings. At the time this felt like a long shot... the pilgrimage 
to Memphis I mean, and that it had anything to do with my research. 
Right: ‘Map of Practice’ #2. This map is of particular interest to me now 
as it charted people—known and unknown—who I felt had influenced 
my practice as a graphic designer. Strangely prophetic, this map includes 
certain ‘important’ people who I hadn’t ever met at the time, but who have 





In the introduction to this chapter I mentioned that I didn’t really 
engage with other graphic designers. My friends have always 
tended to be artists and musicians, and I realise now that a part of 
my overall disenchantment with graphic design was to do with the 
way these different disciplines ‘spoke’ about what they did. I felt 
(and still do) that Design has a tendency to be over-explained and 
scientific, whereas I enjoyed the more open, speculative, and poetic 
language of art and music. It seemed like they were allowed to have 










I wanted to take this opportunity to write to you, instead of our usual 
drunken post-seminar sessions (discussions/arguments?), in the hope of 
being more articulate, but also with the idea that I might be able to 
negotiate more accurately exactly what it was about your research that I 
found so… disenchanting. You know I really appreciate the fact that you’ve 
always put up an argument for me to try to work against, and obviously 
while I’m writing to you, I’m talking about my anxiety with ‘design 
research’ in general – with attempts to scientificate, the pervasiveness 
of ‘problem-solving’, and with the language it gets packaged up in.
I guess that comment I made about you “pouring concrete over the grass”  
would be a good place to start? I was trying to be provocative, and on your 
blog I explained that “I thought you were taking something that’s natural, 
instinctual, and intuitive… like a conversation at a party… and turning it 
into something logical (hey the weeds won’t grow), and hard. But we need 
the weeds you know…”.
I don’t think I’ve told you this but my analogy comes from a real-life 
experience? Years ago now, when I was about thirteen or fourteen, an old 
man that lived near the school I went to actually did what I’m talking 
about here. He lived in one of those classic 1950/60s New Zealand State 
houses — square, sturdy, with a lawn and a rose garden – but he obviously 
owned it, because one day he just poured concrete over the entire section 
(it probably took longer than a day really, it was very smooth and well 
done. It might have been a professional job?). Anyway that comment, made 
in reference to your research, was initially a nod to the fact that – like 
the old man pouring concrete over the grass – I didn’t understand your 
research. Or more precisely perhaps, I didn’t understand your motivation?
When I made that comment it was somewhat ‘off the cuff’ – not very 
considered. Ever since though, it’s sort of reverberated around in my head 
looking for (finding) some extra significance. In hindsight this metaphor 
seems to illuminate something about my cynicism and/or lack of engagement 
with so much of the design research that I’ve been exposed to over the last 
couple of years. 
I think one of the things we have in common is that we came to this – an 
interest in ‘research’ – via some sort of disenchantment with the industry, 
or with professional practice. We were both looking for (there had to be) 
something ‘more’? And so that term, ‘research’, sort of carried all this 
romantic baggage full of new possibilities for greater levels of engagement 
and for a more fulfilling life!?
Right from the start I struggled though. I was attracted to this idea of 
‘practice-based research’, but I didn’t really know what it meant or how 
it would work. I struggled to find a problem to solve. I’d been bought 
up (educated) to believe that’s what research was… problem-solving. But 
early on I remember something in Peter Downton’s book  about how the term 
‘research’ had been colonized by Science, and how, reciprocally, other 
forms of knowledge or knowing had been sort of de-legitimatised. And slowly 
but surely my research has seen me move further and further away from 
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problem-solving as a methodology, or as an adjective for what I do.
I want to suggest that this is where our paths split. I want to call you 
a problem-solver. Although I know you’ll probably disagree, and I’ll admit 
that to some extent it’s a generalisation. But stick with me and I’ll see 
if I can explain…
I’ve often said that your research “scares me”, which was sort of amusing 
because supposedly that was what I was after with my monsters. And I’m sort 
of thanking you here for helping me find that – locating the sense/source of 
my anxiety. I was scared that the research you were doing, and the kinds of 
things it referenced (and therefore appeared to support) were fundamentally 
opposed to the kind of practice I had been trying to describe/prescribe for 
myself. I’m talking here about your delving into things like User-Centered 
Design, Participatory Design, ‘empathetic thinking’, and specifically your 
references to companies like Ideo (who you know I can’t stand). 
Why am I scared? Largely I think because this is what ‘Design Research’ 
seems to be becoming. A market-driven attempt to demystify the processes 
of designing – ‘Design Thinking’ I believe it’s being called – so that it 
can be applied to more ‘innovative’ business plans/models/strategies etc. 
I know I sound cynical, and I am, but my scepticism isn’t entirely to 
do with my not seeing the point. More I think it is to do with the 
pervasiveness of this movement (can we call it that?), and the developing 
realisation that my interests in design lie somewhere else entirely. So my 
fear, partly perhaps, is that of being marginalised?
I want to try and state clearly what I think the difference is between you 
(them) and me. You’re interested in demystifying design – in simplifying, 
making clear, and improving. 
In comparison I’d say I’m interested in re-mystifying design – in adding 
complexity, in obfuscating, and derailing. And getting back to the 
concrete/grass analogy – bear in mind that I’m coming at this from ten 
years within professional practice, where I felt things had gotten too easy 
for me – the last thing I want is a ‘smoothing out’… I’m more interested 
in the grass, the mud, and the weeds – Blake’s “crooked road of prophecy”  
(keep this to yourself, but I want to believe in magic, voodoo, and love 
at first sight).
You’re also very interested in ‘other people’ – you want to think, or know 
more about the people you’re designing for. I got this comment off your 
blog…
“The core value system within my practice revolves around the quality of 
consideration given to people.” 
…and, as such, the problems you’ve set yourself have been based around how 
to improve the relationships designers have with other people involved in 
the process of designing.
While the focus of my research has been me – or ‘my’ practice — and 
ultimately my goal has been self-improvement. I’ve been looking (sideways? 
backwards?) at my own engagement with a sense or understanding of my own 
practice, and so I don’t really care about other people’s interactions or 
experiences with my work in the way that you do.
I do want to point out, however, that I think other people have benefited 
from my research (through my teaching and writing), but that this has been 
more of a by-product than an intention/goal. And that this has sort of been 
a major discovery for me… ‘me’ as a researcher I mean. What I’m getting 
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at here is the realisation that while my research feels narcissistic and 
selfish (monstrous!) it’s benefits become explicit through my more-or-less 
intuitive interactions with other people. 
I’ve been wondering lately if this idea — that you can focus your research 
on your practice; that the project is the practice and vice-versa — might 
also allude to a more important but subtle difference between our research 
programs (and how we value them). This might be contentious, and you’ll 
probably prove me wrong, but I’m going to throw it out there anyway…
I want to call what you do ‘project-based’ and what I do ‘practice-led’. 
So what I mean is that where my projects were sort of all over the place, 
unfinished, and abandoned, they left a picture of a certain kind of practice 
in their wake. Whereas yours all build systematically, one project upon 
another, until you get to some tangible outcome. So — and I’m generalising 
again — yours is predominantly prescriptive (how things should be done), 
whereas mine is more descriptive (how things are done).
But even as I write this I know it’s not true — I’m as interested in the 
prescription as you are. I have been writing manifestos afterall! But our 
prescriptions seem very different I think you’d agree? You’re handing out 
antibiotics to anyone who’ll listen, and I’m staying home taking LSD on my 
own. 
We both liked that Gaver paper  on ambiguity though, and obviously our 
interests overlap somewhere or we wouldn’t even get into these discussions. 
And I guess I’m willing to concede that I’m not talking about validity 
here. All I am talking about is my desire/ability to engage with a certain 
kind of research (the poetic?), and the relative pervasiveness of the other 
(problem-solving). (Actually, while I liked Gaver’s ideas I didn’t like the 
way they were written up as a sort of repeatable 10-step program.)
In the end, as usual, it has been this disenchantment — realised with your 












The monster is put to work...
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Disenchantment > Provocation > Engagement
“Boredom is always counterrevolutionary”1 but the 
idea that disenchantment can be highly provocative 
is certainly not new.2 
Bored by and unhappy with my practice, an important 
common thread that has emerged within the tangled 
web of my research has been ‘provocation’. This has 
operated or occurred in different ways, sometimes 
quite consciously and sometimes not so. My attempts 
to provoke myself have often simply built on the 
fact that I have found this process—practice-led 
research—extremely provocative in and of itself.
Disrupting the frame
Within this research the agency of provocation has 
been its ability to disrupt the habits, patterns, and 
assumptions of the practice. A ‘disruptive reframing’ 
which has enabled me to begin to reinvent—or 
redesign3—my practice by pushing at the boundaries 
of my (overly) familiar experiences.
Early on I had felt my ‘problem’—the source of my 
disenchantment—was my inability to surprise myself 
in my work by the artefacts I made. I was bored, so 
I thought if I could discover new, more exploratory, 
processes and aesthetics I might be more excited 
and engaged. With this in mind I set out to provoke 
form and process. I tried to hybridise familiar forms, 
to seek mutations... I tried to make ugly work—
monstrosities!—that would test my personal tastes 
and attitudes, and perhaps open up new possibilities 
in my making.
Monstrosity 
This chapter could (should?) be called ‘Monstrosity’, 
but it seemed a little too particular, and the active 
ingredient—the abstract—is provocation. I should 
point out though that my observations about 
provocation have came via the metaphor of 
monstrosity. And the ‘monstrous’ has, for a long 
time, been central to my research.
The monster first appeared in my desire for the new 
and unexpected. I’d become tired of elegance—of 
‘good’ (slick?) design—and I was interested in the 
ephemeral, the vernacular, the banal... “the 
disturbingly commonplace”.4 So the monster’s role 
within cultural narratives as an ugly disturbance of 
the everyday had some sort of resonant significance.
The monster, in it’s various manifestations, shapes 
and guises, seemed to represent many of the things 
I felt I was after; hybridity, mutation, evolution—but 
most importantly, a “means of thinking otherwise”.5
In this respect monstrosity emerged as a tool to 
illuminate and critique my cynical frame of reference. 
Where I felt design was preoccupied with safety and 
mired in the politics of conservatism by day, the 
monster appeared at night and talked to me about 
deviance, aberration, fear, and failure. I like the 
night-time.
Generative metaphor
As a metaphorical manifestation of culture’s fears 
and/or anxieties the monster can take many forms. 
The value of monstrosity as a generative metaphor 
lies within it’s ability to show us something about 
ourselves that we otherwise could not see, recognise, 
or understand. Often it is an explicit or particular 
illustration of some implicit or abstract feeling or idea. 
It is an educational beast, but one “known only 
through process and movement, never through 
dissection table analysis”.6 Which also describes—
quite nicely I think—the processes of learning and 
discovery that occur within practice-led research. 
My observations have generally occurred in hindsight 
and peripherally. They have been imprecise 
realisations—shadows and ghosts—only ever 
seen out of the corner of my eye... the only 
evidence—blurry photographs and sweaty palms.
The monstrous turn
Initially I applied the dynamics of monstrosity7 to the 
design process with a sort of evangelical zeal—it’s 
alive! It’s alive! But eventually the predominantly 
formal nature of this investigation frustrated me. 
I had disturbed the aesthetics of my practice, and 
begun to deal with form in new and unfamiliar ways, 
but I could see where this was going, and I realised 
this was not really the kind of reinvention that I was 
after. If I learnt anything it was that I don’t really care 
about form for form’s sake.
Typically enough it was only later—in hindsight, and 
provoked by other people—that I was able to see that 
it was perhaps me who was the monster here. This 
tough realisation was an important turning point in 
the research as it represented my moving away from 
the purely formal investigations to an application 
of the monstrous within the broader concepts of 
research, practice, and domain.
Narcissism and autobiography
I want to suggest that practice-led research tends 
toward autobiography, but obviously this is a 
generalisation based on my own experience. My 
appearance in my work started early (the first Hot 
Rod Biology) and gained momentum gradually, until 
ultimately—most recently—I have ended up making 
self-portraits. 
Initially I put images of myself in my work as 
something of a frustrated joke—a piss-take of the 
‘Reflective Practitioner’8—but in doing so unex-
pectedly encountered some kind of resonance in 
reflection as a methodology. It felt horribly narcissistic 




1. Slogan of the Situationist Internationale.
2. “In 1975 a teenager who would be called Johnny Rotten turned himself 
into a living poster and paraded down London’s King’s Road to World’s 
End—the end of the street—with “I HATE” scrawled above the printed 
logo of a Pink Floyd t-shirt. He dyed what was left of his chopped-off hair 
green and made his way through the tourist crowds spitting at hippies, 
who tried to ignore him.”
Greil Marcus, Lipstick Traces: A Secret History of The Twentieth Century. 
Harvard University Press, 1989. [27]
3. As this research has developed, my understanding of ‘practice-led’ 
research has evolved, more or less, around this idea that the designer 
might apply their reflexive capabilities around form and content to the 
elements of the practice itself.
This idea retroactively informed by Daniel van der Velden’s article 
‘Research and Destroy: Graphic Design as Investigation’ in Metropolis 
M, No.2, 2006.
4. From ‘Lazy Sunday Afterthoughts by The Experimental Jetset (in 
alphabetical order)’ in Dot Dot Dot #7.
5. Colin Nazhone Milburn, ‘Monsters in Eden: Darwin and Derrida’. 
MLN 118, John Hopkins University Press, 2003. [603–621]
This text was hugely influential on my developing idea about how a 
practice might ‘evolve’. Milburn’s monstrous text—itself a writing 
together of the texts of Darwin and Derrida—discusses the importance 
(necessity) of monstrosity in evolutionary thought. “Together, Darwin 
and Derrida enact a critique of artifactual constructions of nature that 
disrespects boundaries and emphasizes the deviances, the perversions, 
the mutations, and the monstrosities of the world.
6. Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, in the preface to Monster Theory: Reading 
Culture, University of Minnesota Press, 1996. [x] 
7. Rather than articulate specific or particular dynamics I was interested in 
here I wanted to let the projects do the talking. And anyway I never really 
set out to explore any particular dynamic at any specific point in time. My 
relationship with the monster has been highly intuitive, and as elsewhere, 
has only been articulated in hindsight. However, see page 125 this chapter. 
8. Donald Schon, The Reflective Practitioner, Basic Books, 1983.  
9. See introduction to chapter 1, Disenchantment. I would have previously 
referred to this kind of practice as ‘navel gazing’.
10. Wyndham Lewis, Code of a Herdsman, 1914. From http://www.
gingkopress.com/_cata/_lite/_codehea.htm —accessed 27 August 2006.
11. Anna appears my first Hot Rod Biology book wearing various bikinis  
and an Elvis mask (page 45). And again later in my research when I 
attempted to create a monstrous map of our relationship. See page 101.
13. Elaine L. Graham, Representations of the Post/Human: Monsters, 
Aliens and Others in Popular Culture. Rutgers University Press, NJ. [63]
about research9), but was, of course, highly 
provocative... scary, yet strangely engaging.
I have a tendency to focus on the flaws in things, 
and I think those of us who are not so narcissistic will 
inevitably feel a little monstrous when we we’ve spent 
so much time in front of the mirror! The negotiation 
of ‘our’ reflection is inevitably difficult and painful...
Doubt
“You must be a duet in everything. For the individual, 
the single object, and the isolated is, you will admit, 
an absurdity. Why try and give yourself the impression 
of a consistent and indivisible personality?”10
The amplification (monstrous exaggeration) of my 
reflection produced an echo... two (or more?) of me
—illustrating certain fractures, disruptions, and 
distractions within my practice—the disenchantment 
of my first chapter. Paranoia (conspiracy theories) 
and doubt (as to what I should really be doing) have 
plagued my research. But what appears—between 
the blood and guts, the false-starts and dead-ends, 
the images and the texts—is the transformation 
of doubt into provocation.
The real world
A few years ago now I went out with a really nice girl. 
She was attractive and had a great job. She was a 
professional musician, and sort of ‘famous’ in New 
Zealand. She treated me really well and was, for all 
intents and purposes, the ‘perfect’ girlfriend. Anyway 
I broke up with her because I got bored, but also 
because I’d started seeing Anna Dean11—my current 
girlfriend. Anna is outrageous and untrustworthy. 
We’re often mean to each other and we fight all the 
time. In many ways we are a terrible couple, but it’s 
a love/hate relationship, and what I’m obviously 
alluding to here is some deeply ingrained desire for 
the provocative.
The paragraph above feels highly inappropriate 
here—overly personal and embarrassing!—but I’m 
leaving it in because it highlights how the auto-
biographical tendencies of my research have
opened me up to particular realisations about myself 
and, reciprocally, about my practice.
I need, like, a bit provocation in my life. And whereas 
initially I wanted to complain that ‘Graphic Design’ 
was not provocative enough to sustain my interest, 
looking at it now—from within the new perspective 
(or ‘frame’) generated by this research—I find it highly 
provocative.  
The application of the monstrous to my ‘self’ has 
shed some light on my dislocation with an immediate 
community of practice. Through my exploration of the 
metaphor though, I have come to understand the 
value of peripheral participation—the marginal—in 
relation to imagination, innovation, and invention. 
So far from feeling disengaged and/or useless now, 
the attribution of monstrosity “to consequences of 
flouting divine proscription or of disturbing nature’s 
equilibrium”,13 begins to describe my re-engagement 
with both my own practice and with the domain. And, 
in the end, I think I quite like feeling monstrous?
 Self-portrait as monster (‘Designwolf’). Digital photograph, February 2006. 
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This abstract was written for part of a larger publication on 
practice-based research at RMIT. It describes this chapter fairly 
well in the sense that it’s mostly—jocuseriously—about the pain 
and suffering of reflective practice. I still like the fact it points to 
my desire to see “others suffer as I have done”. I’m sort of joking. 
But like any good joke it’s funny because it’s half true.
PAIN &SUFFERING
4 Self-portrait with Holden Gunn, December 2004. 
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So here we are again! We’ve tried this a few times now… what is this our fourth 
attempt?
Yeah I know, and it’s funny because this was supposed to make it easier—talking to you, I mean. 
We thought it’d be a good idea—to provide a sort of ‘scaffold’ as Stuart would say, and to make it 
easier to talk about… well myself…
—which was the point originally?
Sure. But then, as usual, the idea seemed to gain all this extra significance… of course my tendency 
toward paranoia seems relevant within the schizophrenic nature of what we are trying to do here. 
[Laughs]
Well it does seem perfectly obvious—and not too much like a conspiracy theory—that 
your roughly considered fragmentation into multiple personalities might be directly 
related to the idea that you are uncomfortable talking about yourself?
Yeah… I think that’s probably got a lot to do with my initial ‘appearance’ in my work… 
Early on when I was struggling to come up with a topic, I sort of put myself in there as a joke
—partly taking the piss out of myself, but also, taking a cheap shot at the idea of ‘practice-based 
research’… at Schon’s ‘reflective practitioner’. 
How do you mean?
That it was a response to what seemed to me to be a very narcissistic activity.  That I didn’t believe 
in it… for quite a long time actually. In fact I’m still only really coming to terms with it now…
What, narcissism?
Um… more the idea that this was a viable ‘research’ methodology.
So your appearance in your research was initially a way for you to sort of humorously 
negotiate your scepticism of practice-based research?
Yeah for sure. Although it was never a very considered move at the time… more a throw-away 
gesture. Not something I thought would ever inform the topic.
But then, obviously it did…
Eventually… [pause]… a common sub-text to my research has been the desire to try and bring my 
practice as a musician and performer into my research around graphic design, and so initially my 
appearance—or performance—in my research was naively related to that. 
I’d started to take on alter egos and pseudonyms—dressing up and acting the part—within the 
contexts of various bands I was playing in, and it was a schizophrenic version of one of these 
characters that appeared in the 20 minute DVD I made, ‘Inviting The Monster’.  I made this for a 
seminar at which I was required to talk about my research, and instead of doing the 20 minute talk 
I was supposed to do, I got drunk, dressed up in/as my onstage persona ‘The Rev. Holden Gunn’, 
and ranted away at a cheap DVD camera inside an old shed out the back of our house in the middle 
of the night.
To be honest I was pretty focused on what I was saying—I was talking about monsters, fear, and 
failure at the time. And while I obviously thought about what I was doing in terms of the location 
and props, I hadn’t really thought much about the significance of actually putting ‘me’ in my work. 
Partly because I hadn’t even considered that this lo-fi 20 minute movie even was a ‘work’…  
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by which I mean I didn’t expect I’d ever look at it as a critical or informative project within the 
research. Like this interview it was really just supposed to be a way for me to deal with something 
that I didn’t really want to do… that scaffold again.
Right, so that brings me back to the idea that—talking to each other as we are—this 
was supposed to make things easier. When, in actual fact, it’s probably just made it 
very much harder!
Yes I know. It sort of defeats itself doesn’t it…
—you can’t fool yourself!
Yeah. I guess that’s the thing… a writer usually takes on a pseudonym to fool other people, 
Benjamin Franklin as ‘Mrs. Silence Dogood’ for example… to get something published or whatnot. 
Whatever it is that we’re doing here feels quite different... I guess the impossibility of fooling 
yourself seems quite relevant—the dubious nature of what we’re trying to do. I mean it’s quite 
provocative—talking to yourself. I have my doubts about it… 
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This is my alter ego, an 
onstage persona I call 
Holden Gunn. I should 
point out—it seems 
important—that 
he evolved from people 
constantly telling me that 
they felt like I became 
‘somebody else’ on 
stage... a ‘monster’ even. 
I do believe in the value 
of the performance as 
much as the music. I’ve 
always been interested 
in that ability to lose 
yourself in the 
performance, and 
I must admit I’ve been 
quite inspired some of 
those TV evangelists. 
Sometimes I refer to 
this character as the 
Reverend Holden Gunn. 
GHOST
 Still images from Inviting The Monster. Digital video, 20 minutes, May 2005. 
The movie stills on the pages that follow are taken from a movie 
I made to show instead of giving the 20 minute talk I was supposed 
to do at RMIT’s Graduate Research Conference in autumn 2005. 
I wanted to include the band footage, and it had occured to me 
that as I always wrote these talks first anyway that I could just 
film myself talking it and effectively get out of having to stand up 
and present in front of an audience. In hindsight it seems strange 
that I was nervous about presenting—talking—when I was 
happy to get up, play the guitar, and scream and yell into a 
microphone. Funnily enough it felt even stranger and more bizarre 
to be sitting in the audience watching? I thought a lot about the 
nature of the difference between my everyday-self and my more 
outrageous onstage persona... how to ‘invite’ him into my work 
as a designer, and how that might provoke me into practising 
differently somehow?
Doppelganger
Still images from Inviting The Monster. Digital video, 20 minutes, May 2005. 
The movie stills on the pages that follow are taken from a movie 
I made to show instead of giving the 20 minute talk I was supposed 
to do at RMIT’s Graduate Research Conference in autumn 2005. 
I wanted to include the band footage, and it had occured to me 
that as I always wrote these talks first anyway that I could just 
film myself talking it and effectively get out of having to stand up 
and present in front of an audience. In hindsight it seems strange 
that I was nervous about presenting—talking—when I was 
happy to get up, play the guitar, and scream and yell into a 
microphone. Funnily enough it felt even stranger and more bizarre 
to be sitting in the audience watching? I thought a lot about the 
nature of the difference between my everyday-self and my more 
outrageous onstage persona... how to ‘invite’ him into my work 









You’ve mentioned that you “needed to be provoked”, and, often in the same breath, 
that “design needs to be provoked”. I sort of feel like I know what you mean, but I was 
wondering if by talking through it here we might articulate this idea a little more? 
Uh huh… I’ve tended to work like that—I’ll sort of start throwing a word around, trying it on for 
size, articulating what I mean by it ‘as I go’… or in hindsight, when someone pulls me up on it. 
I like it actually. Working this way. A term appears in conversation, or in a text, that has a certain 
sort of resonance for me, and so I’ll appropriate it, start using it… I often avoid going to the 
dictionary as long as I can because I enjoy trying to work out my own definition based on my 
own experiences.
Where do you want me to start? 
I want to talk about your actual projects—the ‘designing’ that you did. You’ve said 
that provocation is a common thread that runs through the projects, but that it’s 
changed or mutated as you’ve gone. Maybe we could think about it chronologically? 
You know, talk through the projects you did… start at the start?
– – – 
[Holding a green hard-cover book] So this was the first project you did?
And it’s interesting firstly because it was a ‘set’ project. By which I mean there was a brief
—albeit a fairly open one—and a deadline.  It was submitted as a requirement of the ‘Research 
Methods’ paper at RMIT. Anyway, it’s occurred to me that there are sort of two kinds of provocation 
—of ‘prodding’—at work here… ummm… 
You mean intended and unintended?
Yeah, sort of… I mean I was going to talk about how I was trying to provoke myself, or more 
precisely at this point, the way I designed things… but what comes to mind most vividly, looking 
back at this stuff, is how much I struggled to actually just get started. 
Shit. [Pause]… I’m getting ahead of myself here…
—that’s fine though. Perhaps they’re related? Let’s talk through that if you’re thinking 
about it now, and come back to that other stuff? We can always edit this down later.
Ok, well… the fact I had to do it—that it had a deadline, and that it was more or less ‘prompted’ by 
my supervisor at the time asking us to collect and curate 100 images, was sort of something I could 
respond to. There was a certain amount of external motivation. Which, as a graphic designer for 
nearly ten years, I’d grown very used to. I struggled with the content a lot though… with developing 
that myself. Obviously I was used to being ‘given’ content—I’d never had to ‘create’ it.
So, that move from external to internal motivation…
—was very provocative.
[Lays out images on floor. Images are of a young Elvis Presley within various combinations of 
letterforms. Some are black and white, some are in colour.]
… the book was hard work, but at least it had an imposed timeframe and starting point. This project 
here—if you could call it that!... I had so much trouble getting started on something after the book. 
I actually got very scared, and I remember thinking I shouldn’t be doing this—the Masters I mean. 
I felt paralysed.
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As I’ve already mentioned I struggled with the creation of content—mostly because I didn’t really 
have a topic ‘pinned-down’ at the time… it was so wide open [holds arms out wide]… you know. 
And what I was thinking about, in respect to both these projects, but mostly this second one, was 
how provocative I found it to have to come up with the content… to ‘invent’ the project.
So when you say you didn’t have a “topic pinned-down”, do you mean you didn’t really 
have any research questions to base these projects on or around? It seems to me 
that’s how this ‘project-based’ research thing usually works. Someone proposes a topic 
via fairly particular research questions and then sets about solving, or answering, 
these questions by the projects they set themselves?
Yeah that’s certainly what I’d expected I’d be doing… I wanted a problem to solve… and in 
hindsight, well…
—the problem was that there was no problem!? [Laughs]
Precisely. And of course, in hindsight, I feel quite happy about this stuff, unfinished as it is, because 
I can see that I was mapping out my interests, charting an area of research, and—most importantly‚ 
doing that ‘through’ the process of design.
We were going to talk today about how you’d been attempting to provoke yourself. Is 
this where that idea emerged? That you needed some sort of provocation to actually 
get started? 
Again that’s something I’ve realised in hindsight. And you’re right… but that ‘self-provocation’, 
that’s what we were going to talk about—that’s what this chapter is supposed to be about. There’s 
something else though that I’m trying to get to here… and I’m not doing a very good job! I’ll try 
and say it plainly, to get to the point…
—sure thing. [Looks worried]
The point is to do with my being so stuck for so long. This stuff on the floor… all these potshots, 
false starts… I never finished it… I hardly finished any of the projects I started. The thing is this 
was all very provocative… and that’s where I want to start. To make that plain right now. Before 
I talk about the strategies I’ve attempted in order to provoke myself—to disrupt and upset myself
—I want to acknowledge how disruptive and upsetting THIS was already!
What do you mean “THIS”?
The bloody Masters! Practice-based research… reflective practice… all that crap! I mean I’d 
been working in professional practice for a long time now. I thought I was a pretty good graphic 
designer… in fact I was bored with it all… but this transition into trying to make my own 
work—towards internal motivation, and the self-initiated project… it was really hard. And quite 
provocative… in, and of, itself.
Right I see what you mean, but I’m a little confused. You said you needed to be 
provoked. And you’re saying now that this process has been very provocative from the 
start. But we were going to talk about how, throughout your research, you’ve been 
actively trying to provoke yourself?
Can we take a break?
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 Elvis & Elliot Earls (top), & Art Chantry (below), trials for an illustrated alphabet, August 2004.
Elvis in Hans Holbien the Younger’s Dance of Death alphabet, trial for an illustrated alphabet, August 2004.
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We should talk about monsters at some point
Now’s probably as good a time as any…
You don’t mind jumping around between ideas?
No it seems to makes sense. It’s how you’ve worked?
Yeah, I suppose…
Tell me about these ‘monsters’ then.
Well it’s complicated… where to start?
I need to have a think about it.
– – – 
[10 minutes later. Flicking through green hard-cover book. A bit frustrated] Can you please 
just describe what you at least thought you were doing!? Like why the hell is your 
girlfriend wearing an Elvis mask? Start with Elvis… you’ve used his image a lot. Why?
Hmmm… yeah Elvis is the connection between those first two projects I guess. Maybe if I just 
describe what I was up to…
—that’d be start!
Well… the first project, the book ‘Hot Rod Biology’, was supposed to be an attempt at hybridising 
the formats—the conventions—of a biology text book and a hot rod magazine. The idea to approach 
it like this came from the 100 images I’d been asked to collect… mine were all over the place 
conceptually; photos of my family, covers of books I’d read, images of graphic design I liked, record 
covers of course. They were disparate things, only really connected through me, and in looking at 
them I sort of perceived a sense of dislocation… a feeling that I wasn’t very consistent in what 
I liked. Eclectic perhaps.
Over the previous couple of years I’d developed a tendency to appropriate the aesthetics of various 
visual languages… from Swiss Modernism, Josef Muller-Brockmann et al, kitsch 1950s type stuff, 
to heavy metal record covers. It’s common for graphic designers to do this—it’s sort of fun. But 
I wasn’t happy… I think I was searching… for a new ‘bag of tricks’, a new visual language.
Partly due to my grandfather’s passing away, and the nostalgia that sort of thing generates, I’d 
started listening to Elvis a lot. The young Elvis I mean… his early stuff, mostly the Sun recordings. 
I was fascinated by them… the raw energy in the sound… the grain of his voice, the echo and all 
that. But I was equally fascinated by the idea that this was a hybrid ‘bastard’ music. 
He stole that from black Blues and R&B performers… 
Absolutely! Parts of it. And that’s my point—’parts’. Cause he also “stole”—if you want to use that 
word—from Country & Western, Bluegrass, and travelling evangelists. And that’s what, at that point 
in time, I was affected by—the idea that you can take all these disparate parts and combine them 
together to make something new. That excited me. I desired newness… I’m being very honest here 
now that you’ve got me started!
Keep going then.
I was much more interested in music then—when I started this. Testament to the fact that graphic 
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design really didn’t interest me very much anymore. So anyway I liked the idea that I could sort of 
use Elvis as my ‘model’, and that rather than look to design for inspiration, it could come from my 
interests in music and feed back into my work in design.
Elvis’ first record is really interesting… have you seen it? Or heard the tracks… [Gets up]
I think you’ve played it to me before?
[Begins to search through a small pile of 45’s lying next to the stereo]  I mean Elvis is the face and 
voice, but there were obviously others involved… we should come back to that. That’s important 
now I think about it—other people… Anyway I just wanted to mention that this was a group effort, 
I won’t bother naming everyone but Elvis’ band were very good and the recording and production 
are very important here too. 
[Puts one of the records  on the turntable and lowers the needle] So this is the first Elvis Presley 
single—‘That’s All Right Mama’. It was originally written and performed by a Black artist, 
Arthur ‘Big Boy’ Crudup. The B-side to the disc is a version of Bill Monroe’s ‘Blue moon of 
Kentucky’. Neither song was originally written or performed by Presley, but both were somehow 
transformed—rendered new. So much so, that the single was an overnight success, and the rest 
is history. 
But what I really like about this seven inch piece of plastic is that it reveals—both literally and 
poetically—the strategy for it’s own transformation. One side taken from a formulaic blues 
structure, and the other from an equally predictable country tune… within this artefact though, 
each previously distinct genre has become fused into the other—as if the vinyl pressing went 
haywire and spat out some kind of hybrid monster. 
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Elvis is so rich and full of potential, but I struggled figuring out what 
to do with him. In hindsight I can see that the struggle really was 
with the creation of my own content... anyway, eventually I began to 
come up with conspiracy theories... the ability of the paranoid mind 
to invent connections that aren’t really there! I was reading two 
Greil Marcus books at the time Dead Elvis and Lipstick Traces, and 
this image is a direct result of that... I was interested in the 
monstrous rewriting of history, fantasy and dreams... that the 
implausible situation might provoke some new understanding.
PARANOID
Elvis & Johnny Rotten, trial for an illustrated alphabet, August 2004.
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This image obviously relates pretty directly to that idea about 
exploring the ‘rupture’ in my practice... to create a sort of Bastard 
Modernism. I liked the idea I could mangle the corpses of dead 
styles together—with our reverb we will raise the dead! I was 
interested in the ‘crash’... clashing consequence, non-sequitur. 
Images of crashed cars became a common in my work... partly 
because my girlfriend was involved in a car crash around this time 
and I was quite fascinated by the wreck... that it had a kind of tragic 
beauty about it, but also that idea that the accident is a very 
generative moment—Virilio’s ‘Museum of Accidents’ for example. 
That’s my girlfriend’s body with Elvis’ head grafted onto it.
Grand Saloon poster, September 2005.
MUTATION!
Motto of the Grand Saloon. Found lightbox and vinyl lettering, May 2005.


I don’t know maybe it’s just me? Something I’ve learnt about myself through all this—that I need 
a bit of provocation in my life… to get into things, to stay interested.
Don’t you think that’s a sort of truism for creative practices in general though?
Yeah well, you’d think so. [Pause]
Actually your question makes me think about my disenchantment with graphic design. You said 
“creative practices”, but obviously we’re talking about ‘design’, and more specifically ‘graphic 
design’… and you’ve got me thinking about communities of practice . The fact that—when I started 
this—I didn’t really have one! And that one of the most important things I’ve gotten—almost 
accidentally—out of this research has been an emerging sense of a like-minded community…
—a more provocative one?
Exactly. That’s sort of what I was talking about earlier… ‘safety’… that Design is so caught up 
in, and bound to safety. Design is almost always described or defined based around ideas about 
improvement, and so there’s very little room for doubt or danger… for the provocative… why 
I’m sceptical of the term ‘Communication Design’. It just reeks of safety!
So you mean to say that you were unable to engage with a community of practice 
because it was too safe?
Well… more that it wasn’t provocative. 
I’ve told you that I tended to hang out with artists rather than designers? All my friends had 
been artists. I lived with them, and have been involved with art galleries throughout my career 
as a graphic designer. I’m generalising here of course, but I want to point out that I’ve found that 
community far more stimulating than any I’ve encountered in my professional practice as a graphic 
designer. Having thought about this a lot in the last year or so, I realise that this ‘stimulation’ had 
something to do with the provocative nature of the conversations I’d encounter within the domain 
of ‘Art’… and then obviously that I wasn’t encountering this sort of conversation in Design. 
Was it just a sort of criticality that was missing?
Ahhh… yeah sort of. More a sense of ‘cynicism’ though… I enjoyed the cynicism, or should I say 
‘doubt’, that my artist friends would happily display… and occasionally attempt to articulate. 
I should point out too, that my practice had been very geographically isolated up until I undertook 
this Masters. And so the design community I’m bitching about here is specific to New Zealand. 
It’s not like I hadn’t tried either… I’d taken part in a lot of industry related hoo-ha… I’d even been 
a judge at New Zealand’s biggest design award. Actually that experience seems particularly 
relevant here.
In relation to the lack of provocation?
In relation to the conversations… the community… and I guess ironically you could say I now find 
the lack of provocation quite provocative!? [Laughs]
Can you explain that? 
Well the whole thing was ridiculous. It was a farce actually! The situation was that there was me 
and five other judges who all had to go around the work together. The other judges were all people 
who ran their own “very successful” studios… but they were business people. By which I mean 
they were more interested in the business side of running a studio than they were in the process of 
designing or the artefacts of graphic design. So right from the start we weren’t even talking about 
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the same things! They’d be earnestly reading the briefs—that had to accompany each entry, but 
which was obviously written in hindsight by the studio to ‘fit’ the work—and arguing about which 
jobs had best answered the brief, and which jobs had done the best for the clients… economically… 
market-wise, you know.
Anyway I didn’t want to read the briefs. I thought they were all phoney anyway. I was looking 
for work that engaged me—as a designer… work that I thought was provocative. I wanted to be 
surprised… teased and delighted. I was quite happy to be shamelessly subjective in my judgements 
as I thought, “well that’s why they asked me to be here surely!”
But of course all the work I liked was considered “risky”… that’s what the other judges said. I think 
they meant it was risky in the sense it might not ‘move the product’ or something like that? And 
there were more of them than me, so when it came down to a vote they’d always win… and the 
awards were full of junkmail! 
Based on that experience I began to generalise about graphic design being a discipline that 
fundamentally could not sustain provocative or doubtful work. I was quite depressed… 
I wanted to do something quite ridiculous. I was thinking about the 
‘mad scientist’... the maker of the monster. I wanted to escape the 
safety and conservatism of graphic design... so I went to town one 
night—midnight precisely—and ‘dug up’ one of my posters that had 
been covered over. I had my friend video it—a performance I guess 
you could call it—and then I edited it together with a song by The 
Frantics called ‘Werewolf’. I didn’t think about any of it too much 
before I did it, I wanted it to be a little crazy and off-the-cuff. I 
wanted try to push and test my idea about what graphic designers 
do, how they behave, that sort of thing...
INSANity
Still images from Midnight Poster Surgery. Digital video, 20 minutes, May 2005. 
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Elvis consuming his influences, trial for an illustrated alphabet, September 2004.
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When I’d studied design as an undergraduate student in the early 
90s computers were still relatively new to the game. We were 
taught—sceptically—that they were ‘only a tool’. Photoshop’s 
plethora of filters and effects were evil and tacky, and—like 
decoration in general—were considered off-limits. So of course 
part of my attempt to disrupt my previous (brainwashed?) frame of 
reference has been to try and make ugly work. The best way I could 
think of to do this was to ‘go to town’ with Photoshop. This was 
harder than it sounds, and you need to bear in mind my Modernist 
upbringing—Swiss International style predominantly—when you 
consider this image. For the record I want to be clear that I still find 
this ugly.
UGLY!
Elvis comes back from the dead, trial for an illustrated alphabet, August 2004.
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So getting back to Elvis and this idea about creating something new out of old, 
or conventional, parts?
Yeah, and so I started to think about hybridity in that respect. And boundaries… or ‘borders’. Early 
on I was quite interested how languages sort of bleed into one-another at the borders of various 
countries, and you get new hybrid languages appearing—’Spanglish’ for example . I think I thought 
that if I could develop myself a new visual language I could be happy to be a graphic designer 
again. Of course my disenchantment was more complicated than that, but this is what I was trying 
to do for quite a while…
This is where the monsters came from?
Well yes, but slowly! I didn’t think about monsters for a while to begin with, but then when the 
monstrous occurred it made complete sense… like the ground-work was already there.
In thinking about the nature of hybridity I’d been looking to biological references. My father was 
a biologist and some of this came from him. Of course I started to think about taxonomy... the 
triggers fro my research early on were Appropriation / Hybridity / Taxonomy… how didn’t I see 
the monstrous in that! [Laughs] 
So ‘Frankenstein’ was the obvious reference point for you… the appropriation 
of previously unrelated parts, pieced together to create something new… 
something “alive”!
Yeah. And so immediately Elvis turned into a monster in my work. I dug up references, things 
people had said, that made him out to be quite monstrous. I liked the idea that what seemed so 
sweet and inoffensive now had once scared a lot of people. I mean it’s a bit basic, but I still like 
that idea…
—to scare people?
And to scare yourself…
That confused me for a long time actually. Obviously I’d begun to think about fear to a certain 
extent, once the monstrous came on stage, but it took me a while to recognise that I could just deal 
with my own fear and anxiety in the work I made.
And not worry about scaring other people?
I guess I began to see here that the research could be—perhaps should be—about ‘me’, or my 
practice.
I mean, in relation to those three triggers I mentioned, and then via this developing idea about 
‘monstrosity’, I was trying my best to make ‘ugly’ work. I used the word ‘grotesque’ more though 
I think? Anyway, of course, making ugly work helped me kind of locate the aesthetic boundaries or 
borders of my existing practice… and as a testament to that I can still say I really hate a lot of that 
work that I made then. 
You “hate” everything you do!
Well that’s kind of true, but not completely. Often I can like things in hindsight. But this stuff… 
the Elvis Presley project, the cushions… where that ended up—I find it quite embarrassing. Still!
So is that a ‘good’ thing?
I think so. I mean I didn’t get a great piece of work out of it, but it was very useful in the sense that 
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I learnt a lot from it.
What did you learn exactly?
Well initially that ugliness—or the grotesque—was not what I was after, but also—and most 
importantly—that I could see how a topic could develop through making work. I sort of understood, 
for the first time, that my research could be ‘led’ by my practice… by ‘making’, as opposed 
to sitting down and trying to write up some pseudo-scientific hypothesis with some vaguely 
predetermined outcome! 
I’d begun to see a certain sort of potential in provoking myself by trying to make ugly work. 
I couldn’t articulate this at the time, but I later realised that it had helped me begin to create a map, 
or chart, of my practice. It helped locate some edges… those borderlands where I’d hoped a new 
language might evolve. 
Can we jump back slightly? You mentioned provoking yourself—scaring yourself. And 
I remember when this came up in one of the seminars you gave—the one where you 
presented The Elvis Presley Project actually—Cameron made a point of that fact that 
it was almost impossible to scare, or surprise yourself. 
Yeah I remember. Of course I could see his point, but I sort of didn’t entirely agree. I mean I’d 
scared myself before. My initial reference for that was driving too fast… something I used to do all 
the time . I spent a lot of time thinking about this following that particular seminar… I decided it 
wasn’t the ‘fright’ so much that I was after, but rather an underlying sense of unease. I really started 
to think about monstrosity in more complex terms than just aesthetic or formal qualities… I started 
to think about fear and anxiety as an everyday thing. The unknown, or the unseen… 
The idea that a monster you don’t see is infinitely scarier than the one that you 
do see.
[Nodding] That the actual monster—the thing—is a manifestation of some intangible fear.  
A metaphor.
A ‘generative’ metaphor… in the sense that we can learn something about the abstract thing 
it represents.
Abstract thing… a practice?
But I still wasn’t ready to point the research directly at my practice yet. In fact during this period 
we’re discussing now… after that seminar—I think it was my second one—I was kind of stuck 
again. I didn’t want to carry on with the Elvis images, and while I was thinking a lot about fear and 
anxiety, and the everyday, I had real trouble figuring out what to do.
Which is largely what led to my making the DVD for my next seminar, the third one. 
That you hadn’t done anything?
Yeah.
I sort of knew I had a lot to talk about though… I’d been reading a lot about monstrosity in film and 
in cultural theory. And, of course, I’d been watching a lot of horrors.
Elvis cushion ‘A’, trial for an illustrated alphabet, October 2004.
 Elvis cushion ‘B’, trial for an illustrated alphabet, October 2004.
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I felt that graphic design and monsters shared a common goal—to 
disrupt or disturb our everyday experience. My attempts at ugliness 
and my growing appreciation for the ephemeral nature of graphic 
design led me, one day, to kitsch. By the time I’d made these 
cushions I actually sort of liked them... they were supposed to be 
ugly and offensive, but by this stage I’d disrupted my frame  of 
reference enough that I felt too comfortable about these. Obviously 
they were literally ‘comfortable’, and I probably should have filled 
them with concrete or something. 
EVERYDAY





I mean they worked in the same way…
How do you mean?
Maybe not the same way exactly… but in complimentary ways…
One is ‘pre’-scriptive and the other is ‘de’-scriptive. A map generally describes something—an area 
or domain or something—whereas a manifesto is more future oriented… it prescribes action of 
some sort. So I guess I liked the idea that the two would work hand-in-hand. Visualising where 
I’d been, where I’d come from, and speculating about new possible paths or trajectories for myself.
Couldn’t the maps actually be manifestos, and vice versa? 
Sure. And that sort of happened… I certainly noticed that.
The idea to make maps originally came from my thinking about monsters. This French art historian 
I know had sent me all these old maps with sea monsters on them. They were beautiful pieces, 
very old, with some very elegant looking monsters—French ones I guess? Anyway obviously these 
particular monsters tended to represent uncharted waters… a fear of the unknown. Of course this 
fitted nicely with what I’d been talking about in regard to locating the boundaries or borders of my 
own practice… the idea that that’s where I would find my monsters, you know.
So the maps, as well as describing what is known, also sort of promote further travel… 
into the unknown? 
Yeah, that’s what I was hoping for. The problem is that it sounds very easy, and it’s been very much 
more complicated than that. It’s like how you can only ever describe the horizon from where you 
are. You can’t get to it… if you move, it moves. Which is, perhaps, why hindsight has been so 
important for me?
That idea of a horizon, is sort of like what you were saying about drawing a line in the 
sand. Standing in one spot, pointing a stick into the sand, and turning around… you 
can only reach so far, and you can only see so far.
[Looks confused] I’m not sure what you’re getting at?
A way to locate yourself.
Uh huh…
—well that’s what you were trying to do. No?
Ummm… well. You’re right. 
But provoke myself as well.
Manifestoes for Monstrosity, August 2005.
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The idea to turn the maps onto my practice came surprisingly late. 
Maybe because it was so obvious. Anyway these maps you see 
here are very important, they represent my initial escape from the 
idea that I had to make mostly formal/aesthetic monstrosities, and 
a move into a more epistemological—perhaps ‘holistic’?—inquiry 
about practice. Rather than be provocative as such, I intended 
these to help me locate monsters and venture more deeply into 
‘the unknown’. Not surprisingly perhaps, just doing these was 
extremely difficult... I wanted to be precise—in my placement of the 
words—I wasn’t trying to be poetic... and so it was, in the end, quite 
a provocative exercise. This island is the shape of my head and 
shoulders, photographed from above.
The Unknown
This island is obviously my feet—photographed from below this 
time. The idea with this map was to chart my influences in relation 
to graphic design. Interestingly most of the people here are not 
people I know, or have ever met, and so looking at it now it 
provides an illuminating picture of my disenchantment about 
my immediate community of practice. Also interesting, looking 
backwards through time at this picture, is Stuart Bailey’s 
appearance on the horizon. I’ve since met, and sort of gotten 
to know, Stuart. His work’s been very influential for me.
LOST











































































































































The idea to turn the maps onto my practice came surprisingly late. 
Maybe because it was so obvious. Anyway these maps you see 
here are very important, they represent my initial escape from the 
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these to help me locate monsters and venture more deeply into 
‘the unknown’. Not surprisingly perhaps, just doing these was 
extremely difficult... I wanted to be precise—in my placement of the 
words—I wasn’t trying to be poetic... and so it was, in the end, quite 
a provocative exercise. This island is the shape of my head and 
shoulders, photographed from above.
The Unknown
This island is obviously my feet—photographed from below this 
time. The idea with this map was to chart my influences in relation 
to graphic design. Interestingly most of the people here are not 
people I know, or have ever met, and so looking at it now it 
provides an illuminating picture of my disenchantment about 
my immediate community of practice. Also interesting, looking 
backwards through time at this picture, is Stuart Bailey’s 
appearance on the horizon. I’ve since met, and sort of gotten 
to know, Stuart. His work’s been very influential for me.
LOST
Map of Practice #1: Ideas, October 2005. Map of Practice #2: People, October 2005.
0 Maps of Practice (using The World by John Speed, 1627), October 2005.
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I’m not quite sure how to put this, but it’s something about the maps not being very aggressive. 
Ummm… so what I mean is that there’s a call to arms sort of built into the very idea of the 
manifesto—as a convention it more or less requires it… a demand for blood . Whereas the poetics 
of the map are much more… shit I want to say feminine, but what I mean is… [Pause] 
Well, you know, I sort of left the maps behind eventually. I had begun to realise I was very 
interested in writing… I was finding it very difficult—writing—but I ‘liked’ it. 
More than designing?
Maybe that’s it? I just found the manifestos more provocative because I struggled to write them… 
I found the maps a bit easier.
Because they were ‘designed’?
Yeah I think so. I mean I struggled with the content still—the ideas they contained. But the 
process—visualising—I was more comfortable with... more used to. 
Aren’t your manifestos in some sense ‘designed’?
Of course. In the end, as a designer everything you do is designed. It’s impossible to not design 
things anymore.
So the design of the manifestos then?
Right… I see what you’re getting at.
Well I was thinking about Wyndham Lewis, you know. ‘Blast’ … the design of it. That 
the way it looked was as important as what it said.
Yeah sure, and like I said  I can’t not consider the way something looks… it’s fundamentally 
impossible—and that bugs me. 
But you’ve reminded me about my inclusion of the first ‘Manifestos for Monstrosity’ in The 
National Grid. I’d begun to think about including them in it, but I’d written them a good six months 
earlier… and I’d moved on. I think Lisa suggested I consider them—but I think she might have 
meant to consider ‘returning’ to them? In other words, to rework them. Which I thought about… 
but I found it really hard to go back to that point. I decided that they should stand as they were… 
an honest reflection of what  I was thinking at the time. 
[Hands over an A4 document] Of course I’d just written them in Word—I hadn’t thought at all 
about the way they looked while I was writing them. I mean they were specifically about form 
and aesthetics, but when I wrote the texts I remember just trying to be as concise and clear as 
possible… to try and articulate the monster metaphor precisely as I saw it at that point in time
—planning to apply the instructions, or prescriptions, later. And I’d already done that months 
ago… in fact, that’s where the first maps came from, the ones of me and Anna. [Points to roughly 
assembled map image on wall]
Oh?
Yeah sorry, I was wrong before. I remember now… Emily was giving me images of old maps 
because I’d already started on these ones. In fact, she was probably drawing my attention to the 
link between monsters and maps!? So, initially, I just needed some ‘material’—content—to test out 
my manifestos on, and at the time Anna and I were going through a bit of a rough patch—she was 
leaving town... [Pause] 
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I remember thinking I could take the piss out of Lisa’s thinly veiled suggestion that you could solve 
anything with a good diagram! 
So you mapped your relationship?
Well, started to… plenty of monsters to tackle there! But it didn’t really work out. I was going to 
make five different maps all using the same basic material—content—but each applying a different 
manifesto… the zombie, the vampire, etc. But it was in doing this that I realised that perhaps 
I wasn’t so interested in a purely formal regeneration after all?
I mean, I was, of course… but more that I didn’t want my research to end there. I could already see 
how it would work out… and I wasn’t ‘happy’, you know what I mean?
Yeah sure, I guess. You’ve often used the term ‘generative’, and you applied that to 
formal outcomes for a long time. But to tell you the truth I always sort of knew that 
that wasn’t very ‘you’… you’ve always been more interested in conceptual practices 
than more purely formalist ones. 
[Waving A4 document about] Which brings me back to this thing in a way? 
You used to be quite a fan of Lawrence Weiner in that time immediately after you left 
art school, and so of course I’m thinking about his idea—a strategy of conceptual 
art—that “the work need not be built”? 
Yeah right. I hadn’t thought about that, but perhaps it was lurking in the back of my mind 
somewhere? I certainly have come to like the aesthetics of word processing software. In fact I’d 
tried to talk Jonty, my co-editor, into doing the entire first issue of The National Grid in Microsoft 
Word! [Laughs]
… so what I was getting to was my decision to leave them—to publish them in The National 
Grid—just as I’d done them initially… in Word, in Times New Roman. I got to thinking there was 
something very much more monstrous about that… to not design them . To not give them any skin! 
Of course it’s conceited… but airily appropriate perhaps? 
Form follows content?
Not at all! Form follows elliptical apparition! [Laughs]
The first manifesto you did though… the one in the book you made—Hot Rod Biology…
—oh, ‘The Hybrid Practitioner’? [Searches through a pile of A4 documents]
Right. You designed that? I remember it looked very much like what it talked about.
[Hands over another A4 document. This one is rough, photocopied, and has sections of pink 
highlighter over it] Definitely. It’s still my favourite. I mean what I like about it is that it just looks 
like the way I made it… it literally ‘is’ what it is about—appropriating, or stealing, various disparate 
texts and cutting and pasting them together to create something sort of new.
Obviously this could have been my Frankenstein manifesto! And that did occur to me when I’d 
written the monster manifestos… that this one was very much more monstrous than any of them.
It was made with a photocopier, a vivid, and a pink highlighter… it was very honest. And very bare.
And since when did you care about honesty!? [Laughs]








1. The monster is our alter-ego
2. The monster resides in us all
3. A manifestation of our anxieties
4. A sense of impending doom.
5. The monster is primarily concerned with itself.
6. Self preservation.
7. Feeding it’s own needs
8. It has no interest in saving the world.
9. In fact it believes that the world must be undone/
destroyed to be saved.
10. And that this can only ever really be done on a 
personal level.
11. So you could say it’s concerned with ‘self-
improvement’.
12. The monster is certainly self-obsessed.
13. It is not narcissistic though, as it’s reflective foci are 
primarily it’s flaws.
14. The monster is a ‘getting-worse’ so things can get 
better.
15. A bad dream
16. The monster is transitional
17. We can all become monstrous in moments of 
transformation and change
18. The monster is marginal, but we prefer the term 
‘peripheral’.
19. Of course you can’t focus on the peripheral, and the 
monster can only be seen, or documented, in hindsight.
20. Often accidentally (you only see it when the film’s 
developed for instance)
21. It ‘becomes’ through an intense process of reflection
22. Too long spent in front of the mirror
23. It is there all the time in the things we don’t normally 
notice.
24. It is seeing ourselves in places we wouldn’t normally 
think to look
25. In the shadows, in the wardrobe, under the bed.
26. The edge of everyday.
27. The monster is all loose-ends and bad connections
28. You don’t know what to do with it/yourself at the 
time
29. It is all questions and no answers
30. The monster can never be satiated
31. It is extremely frustrated
32. The cause of it’s anger and destructive impulses
33. But it is rich with complexity and possibility
34. Which can never be adequately articulated
35. Never finished, whole, or complete
36. It is always on the move
37. Travelling
38. El Dorado
39. The monster, like the werewolf, will come and go.
40. To remain monstrous too long is to risk death
45. On awakening we can begin to try to understand our 
monstrous selves.
46. Attempting to articulate that which we have 
destroyed
47. To begin to negotiate our newly disrupted, and more 
complex world  
48. The monster leaves us with a sense of the peripheral
49. Dwelling in the borderlands of the place we knew 
too well
50. We are reinvented, reinvigorated,and we have work 
to do.
HYBRID
The manifesto on this page was a sort of summative attempt. 
As such it was a bit too reflective I think... in the sense that it’s 
about what had happened, rather than projecting what should. 
I struggled to produce another manifesto anywhere near as good 
as the first one... the Manifesto for the Hybrid Practitioner. And 
by good I just mean that it had ‘teeth’. Surreptitiously, that first 
one—the most monstrous of them all—has been working it’s dark 
magic all along, and some of the ideas in it are only really evolving 
into my work now. It feels ridiculous to admit that I hadn’t really 
thought about my own ‘hybrid practice’ as a designer/musician 
until very recently, because—in hindsight—it’s been in that space 
between those domains, my double life, that I’ve eventually been 
able to re-engage.




A sense of humour has obviously played an important role in this 
phase of my research—another example of something of the spirit 
within my tendencies as a musician/performer leaking over into my 
generally more ‘dry’ practice as a graphic designer. 
Disfigured ‘Drummer Wanted’ poster, January 2006.
EXAGgERATION
Too big! Fundamental to the provocative agency of any monster is 
some exaggerated feature(s). These posters were a bit like my first 
movie  in the sense that I didn’t know what I’d done until I’d done it. 
I’d gone all over Brooklyn putting them up at night, and then the 
next day when I walked down the street and saw one... this huge 
pictures of myself and all these people walking around! I all of a 
sudden felt very conspicuous and embarrassed. I’d been talking 
about narcissism a bit, but I wasn’t even really trying to create a 
monster with this. But here it was... quite accidentally, the product 




In her book ‘Manifesto: a Century of isms’ Mary Ann Caws talks about metaphor as an 
“organising principle”  common to the conventions of the manifesto—the volcano, the 
tree, Malevich’s Black Square… you’ve used The Monster. You’ve also described it as 
a “generative metaphor”. Can you explain what you mean?
Sure… ummm… this is a big question. Obviously, as I’ve sort of explained, the ‘monster’ was 




I’d been throwing the term ‘generative’ around ever since Lisa used it during my first trip to 
Melbourne—a “generative exercise”, she called it. It immediately resonated with my desire—which 
I couldn’t really articulate at the time—to sort of re-invent my practice… to regenerate my interest 
in graphic design. So I started using the term without really thinking about it… just sort of saying 
it enough until one day it made sense and sort of brought some things to light, you know.
Sure.
The monster evolved quite separately to this idea to begin with, and it was only over time that 
I began to see that they were directly related.
Do you remember how or when that happened?
Actually to be honest I think it came from a reading on Schon? I’d thought I’d better try a little 
harder to get my head around this reflective practitioner stuff, and I came across this idea of a 
‘generative metaphor’ . Of course that immediately put my monster and my vague use of the term 
‘generative’ together… one of those “I can’t believe I didn’t see this myself ” moments!
So this ‘generative metaphor’…
—for Shon, was obviously about learning. How we use metaphors to learn about things or concepts 
we don’t immediately understand, or recognise… you can see how this relates to the idea of 
monstrosity. A monster—Frankenstein’s is a good example—is often a manifestation of an abstract 
or particular fear or anxiety which is shared by the culture at large, but which remains unarticulated. 
It is a metaphor for some underlying nondescript sense of unease. A lot of metaphors actually are 
generative in this sense—they enable a new, or ‘better’ understanding of an unknown concept by 
relating it to something else. You know, ‘this’ is sort of like ‘that’—the unknown is enlightened 
through analogous relation to the known… that’s what Schon was interested in I think.
Ok so is this how you were then using the metaphor of monstrosity? 
How do you mean?
Well, trying to articulate certain aspects of your practice metaphorically… through the 
monster?
Hmmm… sort of I guess…
What I mean is, your own fears and anxieties—you tried to explore them through the 
metaphor of monstrosity?
Well yeah… but that sounds too simple. Easy even. If you think about what you just said it’s very 
complicated… and convoluted. 
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But you’re sort of right. The monster was a mirror… initially. That I could point at my work. But 
then—slowly—I got brave enough to turn the mirror onto myself… and obviously I myself was the 
monster. I had been all along… it felt quite ridiculous to realise that.
I’d like to talk more about that monstrous transition—I feel like it’s important, I guess 
it’s why I’m here—but we’re getting ahead of ourselves because you haven’t really 
described how you thought the monster, or the metaphor, was actually being ‘put to 
work’ in the first place yet?
Well you know me… it was never that precise… there was never any hypothesis. I tried out a lot of 
different things. You remember I titled one of my seminars “A Manifesto for Monstrosity: Chasing 
a Metaphor”? I really liked that title, and I still do. I like the idea of chasing after a metaphor … 
applying it differently to it’s referent—seeing where it is most resonant… where it generates the 
most feedback.
But looking back now I can see that the one key ingredient to all my monsters was provocation… 
I was trying to use them to provoke… well, myself mostly.
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One of the most provocative things I’ve encountered throughout 
this research has been what I’m doing right now—writing. I’ve 
struggled to find the words. And then to bolt them together in some 
satisfactory way. I’ve come to really enjoy this particular form of 






How do you mean?
Well, in the sense that it often felt like I was talking to myself! 
What, like now?
Yes. It worked in a similar way. It was useful for me to be able to push, or provoke, myself. I mean 
I’d imagine Lisa or Laurene reading it now and then… and Yoko. But mostly I used the blog like 
a personal diary, a journal—an interior monologue. 
I was excited when I discovered that there was a connection to eighteenth century horror writing 
there… the ‘epistolary novel’. 
Sure. Can we stick to this idea about talking to yourself for now though… I’ve been 
wondering if we’ve ended up in this position, at least partly, because of your feeling 
that you don’t fit into any immediate community of practice?
Absolutely. The isolation… geographic isolation I mean. There really is nobody in Christchurch 
to talk to about what I’m doing. The best conversations I have are with my students… and as much 
as I enjoy them…
—they’re not really provocative?
That’s right.
So you set up these arguments in your head?
I guess…
Perhaps that’s why you never like anything you do immediately?
I suppose?
– – –
Closely related to the idea that you are working in isolation—at the “arse end of the 
world”, as you put it—is the fact that you have been doing this Masters at a distance. 
I’m bringing this up now because I think it’s why you became so very much more 
involved with the ‘blogging’, than did anyone else in your group… who were all based 
in Melbourne.
Quite early on the blog gave me something to structure my efforts around. That idea of scaffolding 
again. I spent so much time feeling stuck—not knowing where or how to start—but in these 
situations I sort of discovered that I could always sit down and write something… anything!
Not that that was easy though. I mean that’s how I sort of discovered my masochistic enjoyment of 
writing… I couldn’t design anything, I couldn’t think of a project… but I’d force myself to sit down 
every couple of nights and at least write something… anything.
It was often a very painful exercise. I’m not a natural writer—I really do struggle. I write incredibly 
slowly… but I get a real kick out of it sometimes. When I eventually manage to say something 
‘well’… to make sense of a vague idea. It’s like making an apparition—a ghost—momentarily 
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tangible.
There’s a song by The White Stripes I quite like, where Jack White describes falling in love “with 
a pretty little ghost” , and how when he holds her he’s “really holding air”… or something like that.
I mean it sounds stupid—quite naïve, and a bit romantic… but it’s partly what I’m looking 
for—monsters, voodoo, ghosts… magic!
Do you mean to imply that you can find these things in writing more than design?
Probably it’s just because I know less about it… it’s new to me, and I’m approaching it quite 
naively. So it’s still spooky and magical. It has a power I don’t quite understand… whereas design, 
‘graphic design’, has been so demystified… you know? 
Partly my attraction to writing about design, I think, has something to with a desire to re-mystify 
graphic design… for myself at least. To engage with it—parts of it—as unknown?
Again I’m being very honest here! 
– – –
You’ve mentioned that ‘writing’ has been a key discovery for you, and that it 
represents the biggest shift in your practice since you’ve undertaken this research. 
You’ve said that you find writing very difficult, but that in this sense it is also very 
provocative for you—that it “provokes you to figure things out”, and to “articulate 
vague ideas into useful statements”. 
You’ve been showing me through your blog, and it’s obviously where you’ve—perhaps 
unconsciously—developed this ‘skill’, if you don’t mind me calling it that. 
It’s been a long slow road to realising how important that blog has been to me. I still don’t like 
admitting that. [Laughs]… blogs are so ubiquitous right now… and most are so vacuous and 
pathetic. I hate even admitting to people that I have one.
But yeah, calling it a “skill” is a bit strong I think. I don’t feel very ‘skilled’! And I’m not sure 
I want to be… I mean that’s not what I’m aiming at—to be a good writer. I’m more interested in… 
well, the role writing can play as a reflective action or process.
Hmmm… so you’re fairly cynical about blogs in general, yet you want to encourage 
writing as a reflective process? What’s the difference between your blog and the one’s 
you say are “vacuous and pathetic”?
Well there’s a big difference between being critically reflective and just spouting off your opinions 
or writing down what you’ve been up to lately!
The internet encourages voyeurism and narcissism simultaneously… and I guess I have to 
acknowledge that while I’ve felt a bit narcissistic at times—always talking about myself
—I’ve tended to focus on my problems, and flaws. 
The writing I’ve been practising has been for the sake of my own personal development
—an exercise in self-improvement… although that sounds a bit Oprah!






The monster is put to bed...
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Disenchantment > Provocation > Engagement
Within this chapter I want to show that something 
good has eventually come of all this introspection, 
disruption, and anxiety. Typically, this has occurred 
peripherally... in the margins of the places I was 
actually attempting to look. 
While I aimed hard at the projects within the 
constantly moving target of my research, my re-
engagement and reinvention happened almost 
without my noticing it in the end. And mostly this 
final chapter is about a publication project I’ve been 
working on called The National Grid.1 This project 
was never conceived of as being a part of this 
masters—in fact I actively sought to keep it separate 
for a long time, lest its involvement in my research 
should ‘kill it’ somehow!
It is from within this project however, that the clearest 
picture of a regenerated interest in graphic design 
has emerged. And while I naively imagined this 
project as distinct from my research, the two have 
inevitably been intricately intertwined. So much so 
that in hindsight I now see The National Grid project 
as both a major and direct outcome of the practice-
led research I’ve undertaken over the last three years. 
Other people
One of the key discoveries within my research 
through and about practice has been the importance 
and effect of the community the practice is situated 
in. My own disenchantment with Graphic Design has 
had much to do with this.2 In this respect The National 
Grid project has been invaluable in opening up 
connections to a like-minded community.
Firstly, the project is a collaborative one, and, as 
a designer, this is something that is entirely new 
to me. The roles of publishing, editing, designing, 
and distributing have been shared by myself and a 
similarly disenchanted graphic designer friend, Jonty 
Valentine. While we share in a certain disdain for the 
pragmatics of industry, I want to point out that we 
are also very different in respect to our interests in 
design, and working together has not been without 
its difficulties. 
Of course the collaborative nature of the project gives 
it some of the spirit of playing in a band. A response 
perhaps to an earlier research question; how could 
design be as much fun as playing in a band?3 And so 
in part, at least, I want to acknowledge the inevitable 
tension that comes from working with others—the 
disagreements, the clashing of consequence—as 
provocative, and fundamentally engaging, moments 
within the practice.
Secondly, a project like this obviously requires many 
people to be involved, as contributors initially, but as 
an audience also. And one of the most engaging parts 
of this project for me has been the development a 
network—a community—of interested people.
While initially our focus had only really been New 
Zealand,4  one of the nicer surprises of this project 
has been its capacity to enable us to approach and 
communicate with other practitioners and writers 
internationally.  
An obvious influence, and indeed a catalyst, for our 
project has been the Dutch publication Dot Dot Dot. 
In New York earlier this year, I was lucky enough to 
meet Stuart Bailey, editor of Dot Dot Dot, and talk 
with him about our own project. I’ve been in contact 
with Stuart many times since regarding my research, 
editorial advice, and life in general. I’m including him 
here (name-dropping) because he’s a good example 
of the kind of highly valuable ‘practice-rich’ 
relationship that The National Grid project is helping 
to facilitate. Stuart has also written us letters of 
support for funding, helped get the publication 
reviewed in IDEA Magazine, and is also distributing 
The National Grid through his project Dexter Sinister.5
I also need to acknowledge here the initial importance 
of my involvement with the students and supervisors 
of the postgraduate program at RMIT University in 
Melbourne. Prior to my involvement in this course my 
practice as a graphic designer was highly isolated, 
and these ‘other people’ in particular represent the 
real beginning of my engagement with any sort of 
community of practice in design. 
Terms and conditions
Alongside the ongoing location of a more engaging 
community of practice has been my increasing 
interest in talking about design. A major shift in my 
practice—generated from within my research and 
evidenced by The National Grid project—has been 
a developing interest in writing. This shift has been 
part of my moving away from form and process 
based investigations—pulling my focus—to a broader 
more epistemological investigation of my practice 
in design.
Throughout this research program, and through the 
realisation of my disenchantment, I have discovered 
an interest in language and discourse—in how the 
language the practice is packaged in tends to shape 
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our understanding of it, and of the way it is (or 
should be) done. While this has not been central 
to my research, the discovery and use of writing 
as a reflective tool should be seen as an emerging 
practice-led investigation of this idea (one I intend 
to develop further through my work on The 
National Grid). 
I want to attribute a good deal of my rekindled 
interest in Graphic Design to the reflective writing 
exercises I have undertaken during this research
—largely on the web-log I’ve kept, but also in The 
National Grid, and for certain other publications.6 
I’ve mentioned elsewhere7 that I’ve found writing 
difficult, but also very useful in terms of developing 
a more personally resonant frame of reference
—the terms and conditions of my engagement 
with Graphic Design. 
Self-awareness
Having negotiated the horror of my own reflection, 
I have been transformed into a willingly reflective 
practitioner. Of course an obvious outcome of this is 
a much greater sense of self-awareness, improving 
my ability to navigate and negotiate the murkiness 
of the domain that I am trying to inhabit. I know more 
where to direct my energy, efforts, and attention, 
and I have enough confidence and optimism to take 
on a large scale self-initiated project like The 
National Grid.
Just as disenchantment, provocation, and 
engagement have worked more fluidly, more 
interdependently, than I’m describing them here, 
my realisations about community, language, and 
practice are also bound up within one another in 
reality. I realise now—in hindsight of course—that 
much of my trouble coming up with projects earlier 
on in this research was symptomatic of the fact that 
I didn’t even really have a ‘practice’... at least, not in 
the sense that I do now. By this I mean that, due to 
a lack of reflection and self-awareness, I was unable 
to apply a frame to my practice. ‘Practice’ wasn’t 
a word I ever used, let alone thought about, and I 
struggled to decide what was important to me and 
what was not. And so another key discovery for me 
over the past couple of years has been the 
importance of the reflective opportunities provided 
by self-initiated or self-motivated work.
Way out
In the end what I really want to show of this 
experience is that it is not over. That the best is, 
I think (fingers crossed), to come. So within this last 
1. Please find a copy of issue #1 of The National Grid with this 
publication. For further issues or more information please visit the website 
www.thenationalgrid.co.nz
2. My inability to engage with a community of practice is discussed in 
chapter 1, Disenchantment.
3. “I just wish design could be as much fun as playing in a band.” 
Holden Gunn in ‘Inviting The Monster’. Digital video, 20 minutes, PAL 
4:3 aspect ratio, May 2005.
4. There are currently no publications in New Zealand that focus 
specifically on Graphic Design. The discipline is served only by one 
publication, Prodesign (published by the Designer’s Institute of New 
Zealand), whose content is predominantly advertorial and trade related. 
5. Dexter Sinister: Just In Time Workshop and Occasional Bookstore. 
38 Ludlow St, Lower East Side, New York City. www.dextersinister.org
6. See texts on pages 137, 152, and 161.
7. Chapter 2, Provocation, page 127.
chapter, and by my inclusion of the first issue of The 
National Grid with this submission, I hope to exhibit 
some sort of generative trajectory out from the 
Masters program into a more deeply engaged and 
sustainable practice. This is how I will be evaluating 
it’s success... in hindsight.





“The secret to creativity is knowing how to hide your sources” 
[Albert Einstein quoted in Prodesign June/July 2001]
Typography 24: The Annual of the Type Director’s Club [2003] is the result and product of the forty-
ninth Type Directors Club competition. I’m not a big fan of competitions. About ten years ago, 
three of my best friends and I entered the ‘Battle of the Bands’. We thought we were pretty good, 
but the judges didn’t, and we never got past the first gig at Warners. It hurt our pride. That particular 
band never felt the same again, and I swore I’d never enter another competition of any sort. 
This experience is obviously lurking somewhere in the back of my mind as I undertake to review 
this publication—a catalogue of ‘winners’. But also, and perhaps more importantly, there’s the 
recurring experience of visiting studios where books, like this one, are open on designers’ desks and 
marked at certain pages—from which designers appear to be blatantly trawling for ‘good ideas’. 
I have in fact recently been in a situation whereby I have come across a similar book marked at a 
page containing work that had been copied, literally—colour for colour, form for form, typeface 
for typeface, etc—and was at that moment due to be pitched to a paying client!
So I guess I’m a little cynical. I feel like I’m going to have to dig deep in order to be impartial. 
So let’s start with some history...
The Type Directors Club (TDC) was founded in 1946, in New York City. The same time and place 
in which Paul Rand wrote his first book, Thoughts on Design, outlining the principals and ideas 
behind the work that saw his meteoric rise from the bullpens of Esquire to Art Director (or Art 
Dictator) with William H. Weintraub & Co. The following year, while the creative mafia vied for 
positions of power and importance during the rapid expansion of advertising in post-war America, 
the TDC founded a lecture series that over the next ten years became somewhat of an institution 
within the American advertising and design industry.
The lecture series of 1954 concluded with an exhibition containing fifty samples of work, and 
the TDC Typography Show was born. The exhibitions were a hit, and while the lecture series soon 
came to an end, the annual exhibition grew, both in size and generated interest. The TDC’s current 
membership list includes professionals and students from over 31 countries around the world.
In its early years, a modest black and white catalogue of works featured in the exhibition was 
distributed via an insert to the magazine Art Direction. By 1979 though, the decision was made 
to produce the catalogue as a book in its own right. This move was confidently marked by the title 
of the new full colour publication, Typography 1. 
Sitting here now with Typography 24 on my desk, and where it has come from in mind, I can’t 
help but feel a little nostalgic... previous awards have gone to a number of my old heroes; Rand 
of course, Bob Gill, Milton Glaser, Herb Lubalin, Takenobu Igarashi... but also some more recent 
ones, such as Lorraine Wild, House Industries and Chris Ware. There’s a surprisingly diverse cross 
section of both big and small names from the last five decades in graphic design—a “who’s who of 
design history”, the introduction to Typography 24 proudly proclaims. And, indeed, this edition too 
contains work by ‘names’ such as J. Abbott Miller, Stefan Sagmeister, Piet Schreuders, Vince Frost, 
Garry Emery, and even Micheal Bierut (who’s still doing the modernist thing with Pentagram). 
Paula Scher and Fred Woodward (the Rolling Stone guy), are in here, and seem to have a good thing 
going as they both appear to have had work in almost every annual for about the last decade. 
As good as this might sound though, there is no history lesson here. The annuals don’t really offer 
any contextual background to the work, and any evaluation one might make of a piece via its 
inclusion here, can only be superficial at best. The blurb on the inside back cover tells us the judge’s 
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comments, the designer’s statements, and the Chairman’s blurb “exemplify the enormous vitality 
of the typography profession today”. This isn’t true. Ninety percent of the work represented does 
not come with a ‘designer’s statement’. Only those lucky enough to be picked out for inclusion 
in the ‘Judge’s Choice’ section are given this opportunity, and apart from one or two instances, 
these token texts tell us little more than what we can plainly see. The judge’s comments are equally 
uninformative, and the Chairman’s statement is just a bullet-pointed pat on the back for anyone 
showing more than a passing interest in type.
However, the TDC Annual is obviously not intended to be a textually heavy critical analysis of 
contemporary graphic design (although this would make perfect sense, after all critical decisions 
have been made, I presume). The real value in the publication as is, lies in its ability to introduce us 
to the work of other designers, that we might otherwise, remain unaware of. The key then, as to the 
real function of this publication, is to view it as a collection of links that should be followed up in 
greater depth... elsewhere. 
As a design community we’re all interested in various, different aspects of process and practice, 
and all have our own specific motivations. A real feather in the cap of the Type Director’s Club, and 
something I must admit, I hadn’t expected, is that many of those various approaches and interests 
are represented in the annuals. 
To begin to pick out work to discuss from this year’s annual is problematic. The lack of any 
supporting information makes this a frustrating, and perhaps futile, process. Sagmeister Inc’s 
“Magazine Pages” [page 127 in the annual] are a good example—an interesting collection of 
images, although what they are for, or about, remains a mystery. 
However there do seem to be examples that suffer less. Bodyface [page 257] by Kiki Katahira, 
a student of Sagmeister’s, appears to be the work of some flesh fetishist, peeping-tom typographer. 
It’s voyeuristic, intriguing, and strangely legible. I like it.
Charles S. Anderson’s cover for eDesign magazine [page 139] stands out as he walks a fine line 
—he manages to use vernacular ‘found’ typography in such a way that the result is not merely an 
appropriation of naïve form, but also not overly wrought in the hands of the designer.
Appropriation of a different kind seems evident in a series of advertisements for St Mary’s Church 
[page 158]. One assumes the London based designer, Paul Belford, would surely have been aware 
of Damien Hirst’s series of screenprints titled The Last Supper [1999], where the artist draws a 
connection between pills and religion. While the concept is slightly different, the fact that formally 
the advertisements could be a continuation of Hirst’s series asks fundamental questions about the 
act of appropriation. The designer may have appropriated the artwork in this case, but the artwork 
appropriates the work of the designer in the first instance.
Interesting issue, if you’re that way inclined. But of course all of this comes through prior 
knowledge from other sources. And that’s my point again. A book like this will only ever provide 
superficial links to more important underlying ideas about our work as graphic designers.
Having had a thorough look through Typography 24, I  don’t feel any need to keep it, which is good 
because I don’t think that was part of the deal. I won’t be rushing out to buy my own copy either. 
My advice? Get your boss to buy it for the studio, or borrow it from someone else... but take out the 
post-it notes when the client comes in to see how innovative you are.
This is the first published text I ever wrote (Prodesign 70, April/May 
2004). I was invited to write a book review and this is what came 
out—less about the book and more about my  experience of these 
kinds of books I guess. Obviously this text could have been in 
chapter 1, Disenchantment, but I’m putting it here, in Engagement, 
because I quite enjoyed writing it. 
The beginning of my discovery of writing as a way to work through 
my thoughts and ideas about things. It was supposed to be much 
shorter (500 words)—I never ‘planned’ what I would write though, 
I just sat down and wrote it. When I finished I didn’t much care 
whether they would use it or not because I didn’t like the 
publication. They did use it though. In fact they ‘used’ it as a feature 
article instead of a review... pointing, I guess, to the potential of 







I’ve said elsewhere that collaboration isn’t the ‘point’ 
I’m trying to make here, although it’s obviously an 
important part of The National Grid project... and I 
guess it’s a piece of the overall puzzle (the monstrous 
jigsaw I mentioned earlier).
While The National Grid was something that had been 
in my head for a while,1 it didn’t really begin to take 
shape until I  began talking about it to collaborator 
and friend, Jonty Valentine. 
I’d imagined it being a cheap, quick and easy fanzine 
type thing—photocopied and staple bound (I guess 
the fact I wanted to do this at all points to a desire 
for some sort deeper engagement with design). I’d 
never gotten it past being a vague and romantic idea 
though... I sort of realised I couldn’t do it on my own
—I didn’t have the confidence, and I didn’t really know 
anyone who would I thought would be interested in 
being involved.
I’d known Jonty for a while... but never ‘well’, more 
sort of peripherally... we’d lived in the same small 
town for a while, but that was years ago. We’d both 
been living overseas since and hadn’t stayed in touch 
at all. Funnily enough we were reunited by his surprise 
appearance on the panel of my first review2 at RMIT.
About a year later, shortly after I’d written my second 
article for Prodesign,3 Jonty was down from Auckland 
visiting family in Christchurch. We were keen to catch 
up again—mostly I wanted to talk to him about his 
own postgraduate experience. but our caffeine fuelled 
conversation turned towards a general bitch session 
about the state of graphic design in New Zealand. I 
quickly realised I had found a fellow cynic—somebody 
as disenchanted as I was!
1. See ‘History’ on page 39 of issue #1 of The National Grid. 
2. Research candidates are required to give twice yearly accounts of their 
progress at Spring and Autumn ‘Graduate Research Conferences’. 
3. ‘Raiders of The Lost Ark’, Prodesign #76, April/May 2005. 
Reproduced here on page 152.
4. I’ve never liked this publication, and I was slightly embarrassed to be 
writing for it. I felt I might quite like to start trying to write about design 
though, and I guess it seemed like a good (only?) place to start. What 
bugged me the most about publishing things in Prodesign was that it felt 
a little worthless—I knew the kinds of people that read Prodesign weren’t 
the kind of people that would be interested in the same things I was.
At some point Jonty mentioned an interest in 
writing—in fact I think he’d already started on 
the piece he eventually published in our first 
issue. I told him that I’d started writing  some 
things for Prodesign, and how unsatisfying 
that was.4 We talked about what we thought 
‘good’ design publications were—Eye, 
Emigre, and Dot Dot Dot—and how it was 
a shame that there was really nothing worth 
writing for in our wee part of the world. 
Of course, eventually, I told Jonty about my 
idea to do something... small. As the coffee 
took hold though, our conversation got louder 
and the idea grew... until we were talking 
about funding, and full-colour offset printing, 
and world-wide distribution...
---
Living in different cities at opposite ends of 
the country, we’ve worked on this project 
over-the-phone, by post, and email. We also 
visit each other vaguely regularly... and it’s 
always the same as the situation I’ve just 
described here. We hang out, drink coffee 
all day, beer at night, and generally talk over 
the top of each other half the time.
... and that’s what I’m talking about here. 
The big picture is about company and 
conversation. Collaboration plays a part in 
it, but it’s not what motivates me.
Jonty and I drinking coffee at Brazil, a cafe in Auckland. 
September 2005.
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I have to admit that I’m one of those people who plays in a band 
and wishes I could just clone myself and play ALL the instruments. 
I’ve tended to struggle with compromising my ideas to accommo-
date other people’s input. Interestingly I think Jonty is quite similar. 
Anyway we did our best to design and edit this first issue 
‘collaboratively’. We had a fairly common idea about how it should 
look—provocatively conservative—but obviously when we got 
started, cracks began to appear. In hindsight I remember fondly 
our late-night arguments and large phone bills. And while I’m not 
recognising collaboration as a major player in my re-engagement 
here, I have to admit it’s been fun. 
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The editorial for issue #1 
paints a pretty good 
picture of how Jonty and 
I have tended to 
collaborate on this 
project. Initially we tried 
to write this ‘together’. 
This was extremely 
difficult... we’d each 
constantly re-word 
whatever the other had 
written. It got frustrating 
and just seemed like it 
would take us ages to get 
anywhere like that. So... 
we came up with this; 
we each chose a number 
of words we thought 
described something 
about the project, and 
then tried to (briefly) say 
what we meant by it. 
We ended up with far too 
many though and could 
only use a few, so we 
argued about what was 
‘in’ and what was ‘out’. 
But in the end, of course, 
it was a very useful 
process to go through.
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Learning from distraction [part 2]
In the editorial to the first issue of The National Grid 
I mentioned that I thought “...it’d be really interesting 
if graphic design could look at itself in relation to 
music, rather than architecture or industrial design. 
Then we wouldn’t have to talk about problem solving, 
and we could talk about resonance instead”. 
The editorial was written after the material had 
come in from the various contributors, and this 
‘observation’ was based on the three texts that were 
obviously charting some area or relationship between 
music and design.1 And my comment points to that 
desire to locate a “more personally resonant frame 
of reference” (introduction to this chapter).
One of the distant memories dug up by the incidental 
autobiographical quality of my research has been that 
I did actually come to design from music, more or 
less. As a teenager, it was record covers and posters 
for my favourite bands that eventually led me into 
finding out about Graphic Design. 
In chapter 1, Disenchantment, I have mentioned that 
music had become a major distraction for me—that 
I was sort of more interested in music than design. 
So of course one of the exciting (engaging) oppor-
tunities offered by this project is the possibility to 
begin to look at that—my interests in music and 
performance—through the framework of graphic 
design (and vice versa). 
Interviewing Dylan Herkes for issue #1 was quite 
difficult. I’d never interviewed anyone before, and 
I also had some flawed idea that it should be more 
of a ‘conversation’ than an interview. Regardless, 
the process of communicating with Dylan was 
immensely satisfying. 
1. My interview with Dylan Herkes, Aaron Beehre’s piece ‘Design Needs 
a Distortion Pedal’, and Joanna Anderson’s text about Australian band Go 
Genre Everything.
2. http://www.thenationalgrid.co.nz/mysterious_interview.html
On our website2 I said this...
Any “graphic design” Dylan engages in—not that he 
ever calls it that—is usually peripheral, a by-product 
of his interests in music and film. The source, 
perhaps, of its charm, wit, and honesty. 
Of course looking at Dylan’s ‘hybrid practice’ and 
comparing it to my own, was quite educational 
(it was also a relief to be able to look at someone 
else for a change!). My enjoyment of this process 
made me want to do it again... to talk with somebody 
else operating in this murky area between sight 
and sound. 
Recently I have approached Bruce Russell—guitarist 
of infamous New Zealand noise band The Dead C
—for an interview for issue #2. Bruce has run his 
own record label for a number of years now and has 
designed many of  the covers for the recordings he 
has released. As with Dylan, his practice as a 
musician is documented, but his work as a designer 
has never been discussed. So again I’ll be looking for 
that ‘overlap’; the hybrid practice, the happy medium, 
the bleeding of one sort of practice into another... 
Self-portrait with Holden Gunn, December 2004. 
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comparing it to my own, was quite educational 
(it was also a relief to be able to look at someone 
else for a change!). My enjoyment of this process 
made me want to do it again... to talk with somebody 
else operating in this murky area between sight 
and sound. 
Recently I have approached Bruce Russell—guitarist 
of infamous New Zealand noise band The Dead C
—for an interview for issue #2. Bruce has run his 
own record label for a number of years now and has 
designed many of  the covers for the recordings he 
has released. As with Dylan, his practice as a 
musician is documented, but his work as a designer 
has never been discussed. So again I’ll be looking for 
that ‘overlap’; the hybrid practice, the happy medium, 
the bleeding of one sort of practice into another... 
Self-portrait with Holden Gunn, December 2004. 
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Initially I thought I’d edit 
out all the talk about 
‘gear’—the guitars and 
amplifiers and stuff. But 
in the end they were the 
parts I liked best... in an 
oblique way I felt like that 
part of the conversation 
said more about Dylan’s 
image making than when 
I would try to reign him in 
to talk about the ‘design’ 
more specifically.
I was living in New York 
when I interviewed Dylan, 
but since I’ve come back 
I’ve seen quite a bit of 
him. We communicate 
often and are currently 
planning to play some 
music, perhaps tour, 
together later this year. 
So Dylan fits nicely into 
the ‘other people’ part 
of this as well.
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Back To The Future
“We must by necessity retrieve from the past to re-invent the future.”
[Malcolm Garret, Baseline no.13, 1990] 
ROCK AND ROLL
The recently released White Stripes’ DVD Under Blackpool Lights captures and highlights a 
fundamental aspect of the dynamic duo’s raison d’etre. Nostalgia. If not a yearning for the past, 
certainly a love of it underlies and motivates the structure, sound, and image that has been Jack and 
Meg White’s project since the mid 1990s. Shot entirely on Super 8, the format for documentation 
is in keeping with their commitment to record their last album using only equipment manufactured 
before 1963. The White Stripes are, of course, not alone in turning their backs on not-so-recent 
developments in audio and visual technology. The ‘rock-and-roll revival’ of the past few years has 
given birth to a growing market for vintage guitars, valve amps, and analogue sound-effects (not 
to mention tight jeans, Chuck Taylors, Ramones t-shirts, blazers etc). To some extent a reaction to 
the precise and clean aesthetic of the digital late 90s, this new-old attitude is currently rearing its 
head in various forms of creative output. But how creative can looking back be? Has the past got 
anything new to offer? Have The Datsuns found something we missed the first time around? 
NOSTALGIA IS A DIRTY WORD
It’s use, in critical discourse on design, is generally in the negative. It implies a lack of originality 
or innovation—the appropriation of pre-existing forms and ideas—and worse, a kind of schmaltzy 
sentimental and emotional attachment to the past. As a self-diagnosed nostalgic, I’m interested 
in how processes, forms and ideas dredged up from the past motivate practitioners and attract 
audiences, but also—and perhaps more importantly—how nostalgic sources might potentially 
be transformed to offer less derivative and more exploratory outcomes. 
THE USE AND ABUSE OF HISTORY
The tendency for designers to recycle styles from the past has been the subject of heated criticism 
since the fall of Modernism in the late 1970s. Prompted by architects who had come to be labelled 
‘Post Modern’, graphic designers began to explore historical sampling in the early eighties. 
Jon Savage, writing for The Face magazine in 1983, effectively labelled the decade ‘The Age 
of Plunder’.  Citing album covers by Peter Saville and Barney Bubbles, Savage exposed the 
appropriation at work and lamented the lack of “any real sense of history”. Savage was not alone. 
The fiercest charge came from literary critic Fredric Jameson who attacked Postmodernism for it’s 
regressive nostalgia and trivialising irony. 
Other young British graphic designers such as Malcolm Garret and Neville Brody made sport of 
their influences, often targeting early Modernist form while irreverently ignoring its intentions. In 
1990 Malcolm Garret coined the term ‘Retrievalism’ to describe his method—claiming that “All 
art is theft”—while Tibor Kalman publicly pronounced such work to be ‘Jive Modernism’, blaming 
graphic designers’ lack of historical knowledge for the fact style had become a detachable attribute. 
On a recent visit to a design school in Melbourne I had a conversation with a 19 year old student 
who was wearing a brand spanking new Joy Division t-shirt, originally designed by Peter Saville in 
the early eighties. Being an old fan—of both band and designer—I tried to spark up a conversation, 
at which point the wearer admitted to not really knowing anything about either. Style certainly had 
become a detachable attribute. Sensing this kind of empty nostalgia bugged me, yet I was forced to 
remember that Saville himself had been accused of this exact same thing twenty years before. 
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The idea this kind of superficial recycling of style—of form without content—can be anything but 
regressive, is hard to get your head around. Of course I want to argue that Saville’s appropriations 
were inherently better through some sense of his ‘knowing-what-he-was-doing’, but, as anyone 
aware of Saville’s practice will know, this might not necessarily be the case. When discussing his 
early career Saville himself admits to not having read much and, consequently, recycling form for 
its face value—its ‘feel’—rather than a deep understanding of what it meant the first time around. 
More recently however, Saville, Garret, and Brody have all been written into the growing history of 
graphic design as some of their era’s most innovative practitioners. So what happened here? Finding 
ourselves now in the midst of another revivalist era, taking a look at how we made it out of the 
eighties might be a good idea. 
DESCENDANT MUTATIONS
One of the things I admire about Peter Saville is his refreshingly honest admission to an interest in 
form, image, and fashion. It seems quite bizarre to me that it still sounds so brave for a designer to 
admit to an interest in the surface of things. One of my favourite texts on design from the nineties 
is by Anne Burdick who, on the verge of a moment of truth, reveals that “designers crave perpetual 
stylistic (r)evolution”.1
Motivated by style’s propensity to sleep around, Burdick’s piece ‘Neomania: Feeding the Monster’, 
tackles the same fundamental concern as Jive Modernism, but in a way that is inherently more 
aware of the role graphic design plays as “participant and product” in popular culture. She points 
out that as the pace of popular culture accelerates, our maniacal search for the constantly ‘new’ has 
inevitably lead to a point where “style has begun to feed on itself ”. More realistic and, interestingly, 
less nostalgic than the arguments presented by many of her predecessors (who essentially yearn 
for a Modernist past), Burdick’s ideas offer a way forward—a way out of the trappings of utopian 
notions of originality and innovation. 
Her notion of “descendant mutations”, in which form essentially floats freely and is only tied down 
to meaning by its application to a context, is helpful in understanding that style (defined for her 
purposes as the visual language of a culture, and of a time) is organic in the sense that it, like us, is 
subject to evolution. In a more recent text2 by Jan Michl, he puts forward a case for ‘design’ to be 
more appropriately referred to as ‘redesign’, in that no design is ever entirely new, that it is, at best, 
a new combination of solutions that have already existed. 
Anyone working in any field of creative endeavour would hopefully claim to acknowledge the 
importance of influence. Tibor Kalman, his own practice often involving the appropriation of 
vernacular forms, stresses the importance for designers to “transform” borrowed ideas into 
“good design”.3 It’s not mentioned explicitly, but you can’t help but be aware of the tone—good 
design is new design. In regard to my own line of inquiry this idea of transformation is obviously 
intriguing—actually it’s precisely what I’m looking for—but all Kalman has to offer in this respect 
is the suggestion that designers must try their best to ‘re-contextualise’ and not ‘de-contextualise’ 
historical references. 
I guess I don’t really subscribe to the idea that anything can ever be completely without context, and 
so I’m forced to consider the Joy Division t-shirt again. I recall something else Peter Saville said. 
“My generation can only see things in the context of other things that have already happened. 
1. Anne Burdick, ‘Neomania: Feeding the Monster’, in Looking Closer (ed. Bierut, Drenttel, Heller, & Holland). Allworth Press, 
New York, 1994.
2. Jan Michl, ‘On Seeing Design as Redesign: An Exploration of a Neglected Problem in Design Education’, in Scandinavian 
Journal of Design History 12, 2002. 
3. Tibor Kalman, J. Abbott Miller, & Karrie Jacobs, ‘Good History/Bad History’, in Looking Closer (ed. Bierut, Drenttel, Heller,& 
Holland). Allworth Press, New York, 1994. 
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So programmed are we by postmodern sensibility—or maybe just the end of belief—that we 
understand everything referentially... Everything is like something else: ‘It’s like Elvis, on speed. 
It’s kind of medieval, in space.’ Everything is contextualised and defined retrospectively.”4 
NOSTALGIA IS THE PAST IMAGINED
Idealised and romanticised via memory and desire, nostalgia is selective. Memory and desire have 
a tendency to distort and reorganise their contents and subjects. On July 19th 1954 Sun Records 
released Elvis Presley’s first single That’s all right (mama), originally written and performed by 
Arthur ‘Big Boy’ Crudup. The B-side to the disc contained a version of Bill Monroe’s Blue moon 
of Kentucky. Neither song was originally written or performed by Presley, but both were somehow 
transformed—rendered new. So much so, that the single was an overnight success, and the rest 
is history. But what I really like about this 7” piece of plastic is that it reveals—literally and 
poetically—the artist’s strategy for transformation. One side taken from a formulaic blues structure, 
and the other from an equally predictable country tune, within this artefact each previously distinct 
genre has become fused into the other—as if the vinyl pressing went haywire and spat out some 
kind of hybrid monster. 
Hybridity was claimed, by Charles Jencks in the late seventies, as a fundamental aspect within 
the aesthetics postmodernism. Jan Michl’s preference for the term ‘redesign’ can be seen to stem 
from this, illustrating the evolutionary nature of language and ideas, while describing perfectly the 
processes employed by the young Elvis Presley, or Peter Saville. The hybridisation of previously 
disparate forms and/or processes can potentially yield rich and fertile ground for the nostalgic 
practitioner to step beyond the simple regurgitation of the past. 
A POINT OF DEPARTURE
Nostalgia is often aligned with the politics of conservatism, and there’s certainly something 
healthy about each generation rejecting the one that came before it. The infamous Dadaist, Richard 
Huelsenbeck, claimed that all art begins with critique and doubt, and it is a commonly held belief 
that to some extent longing is what makes art possible. However, when a younger generation rejects 
the dominant contemporary culture of their forbears, they will often turn (more or less consciously) 
to the past in order to create their own future. 
“The question of ancestry in culture is spurious”, claims Greil Marcus in Lipstick Traces: A Secret 
History of the Twentieth Century. “Every new manifestation in culture rewrites the past, changes 
old maudits into new heroes, old heroes into those who should have never been born.” Thus Peter 
Saville. Once maudit, now hero—his career celebrated recently by way of a retrospective at the 
Design Museum in London. In a publication released alongside the exhibition Saville recalls seeing 
Jan Tschichold’s work for the first time. “I was astonished it was all so old—design had been to all 
these places and had seemingly forgotten or never embraced them.”5 
Might a return to the past herald a new point of departure from it? A new trajectory—a side street 
that was missed last time you passed by? It is my contention that nostalgia, in this sense, can be a 
source of revolution—the past still a site for exploration and unexpected outcomes.
HATCH SHOW PRINT
Designing posters for local bands over the last few years, I had begun to reference—in fact 
steal—formal elements and images from the book Hatch Show Print: The History of a Great 
American Poster Shop. Initially I simply enjoyed exploring a set of formal devices I was unfamiliar 
with. Of course, as I began to get the style down, I began to wonder where it might go from here? 
Would I simply regurgitate the same formulas over and over again, or could I somehow manipulate 
the formula, turn it in on itself, and head off in a new direction. It seemed to make sense that before 
4. Peter Saville, Designed by Peter Saville, (ed. Emily King). Frieze, London, 2003.
5. ibid.
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I ‘went’ anywhere, I should visit the source of my own nostalgic borrowings. 
Having attempted various ways to mimic the aesthetics of letterpress and wood type with my Mac, 
a photocopier, and a bottle of turps, I was recently fortunate enough to spend a week working as 
an intern at Hatch Show Print in Nashville, Tennessee. Expecting to arrive in downtown Nashville 
and be making coffee or running errands for elderly men in dusty labcoats covered in ink, I was 
shocked—pleasantly surprised—to find the place alive and kicking. Saved from near ruin in 
the early nineties, the revival of Hatch Show Print has been lead by the slightly eccentric, while 
delightfully down to earth, southern gentleman (not a Republican!), Jim Sherraden. With the help 
of the Gill family girls, a handful of full-time staff, and a seemingly endless supply of willing 
volunteers, Hatch turns out about six hundred jobs a year for clients new and old. Everything is as 
it was—type set and printed by hand. Reprints—literally, from the original woodblocks—of posters 
produced by the shop for the likes of Hank Williams, Johnny Cash, and Elvis Presley, keep the place 
busy with curious visitors keen to snap up an authentic piece of country music memorabilia. 
Nostalgia has obviously played a key role in the survival and revival of Hatch Show Print. Rarity, 
the fact that you can’t really get posters like this any more, is largely what attracts new clients 
and customers. While this also explains, to some extent, the interest practitioners have in being at 
Hatch, the predominant motivating factor I picked up on was ‘authenticity’. An often misplaced 
aspect of nostalgia is the sense that a loss of authenticity has occurred over time due to the march 
of technological progress. Of course there’s nothing inherently more authentic about working with 
blocks of wood or with a computer. Any use of the term ‘authentic’ begs the question, “as opposed 
to what?” It’s relative. The sense of authenticity that Hatch locates is very similar to what William 
Morris and John Ruskin were concerned with one hundred years ago now—the distance of the 
maker from the made. 
As an intern at Hatch one should expect to layout, proof, and print all their own work. In the space 
of a week I produced three posters (two for clients and one for myself). Working in an atmosphere 
that felt a million miles away from a commercial design studio, I couldn’t help but begin to think 
about how a return to ‘out-dated’ processes and their reciprocal formal languages, might herald new 
points of departure for a nostalgic practitioner. Determined to make something ‘more’ out of my 
romantic tendency to want to live in the past, my continuing practice will attempt to transform the 
familiar and locate new trajectories from within nostalgic impulses.
Long before being a conscious effort of any sort, this text is an 
early example of my trying to combine talking about design with my 
interests in music. 
Again, this was also published in Prodesign (#76, April/May 2005). 
I’d really struggled with this piece, and I was mildly devastated 
when the issue came out because I knew the audience of the 
publication would really appreciate my effort. This was the last text 
I wrote for Prodesign, and the beginning of my real commitment to 
making The National Grid happen. 
My trip to Hatch Show Print in Nashville, Tennessee, was also part 
of my pilgrimage to Memphis. 




who’d rather be playing 
music. Apart from 
teaching together we 
also play music together 
in the Grand Saloon
—a band I initially put 
together to be able 
to ‘use’ as part of my 
research. I struggled 
to figure how this would 
work, but in hindsight 
it’s provided me with 
valuable excuses—
mainly posters—to 
explore the space 
between my interests 
in music and 
graphic design.
We hardly ever talk 
about design, but we 
talk about music all the 
time... lately I’ve been 
noticing we both tend to 
talk about design like it 
was music. We use ‘the 
band’ as an analogy all 
the time, and it’s that 
shared experience that 




As a follow up to my interview with Dylan in the first issue I will be 
interviewing Bruce Russell [see page 149] for #2. I’ve been to visit 
Bruce recently and picked up this collection of work to look 
through, and also listen to, before beginning the interview. I was 
surprised to discover Bruce has also done a lot of writing over the 
years, and he gave me a couple of small publications he’d done. 
Of course I’m really interested in this—in how ‘writing’ manifests 
itself within or around his practice as a musician and as a designer. 
As a bit of an old Marxist, Bruce is particularly interested in the 
intersection of theory and practice—of thinking and doing, of text 
and action. He also has a good sense of humour, and I like his 
writing. So what I’m getting at here is the potential this project 
has to open me up to a network of new people whose practices 
I admire and respect, and who I feel I can learn from. Along with 
the interview we will be reproducing some of Bruce’s existing 
texts in #2.
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Page 13 from Gilded Splinters, by Bruce Russell. Ekskubalauron Press, 
2005. We will be reproducing this text in full in The National Grid #2.
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Page 17 from Gilded Splinters, by Bruce Russell. Ekskubalauron Press, 
2005. We will be reproducing this text in full in The National Grid #2.
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Some Notes Towards a New Manifesto for a Peripheral Practice 
in Graphic Design (or… God is in the Footnotes4)
When you1 first asked me to do this I was quite keen. Now though—as usual—I’ve left it until the 
last minute and I’m going to have to stay up late tonight and just get it done. It’s not that I haven’t 
tried. There have been a couple of false starts—I’d started to answer your questions but would 
always veer off on a bit of tangent. I have to admit I’m currently suffering from some strange 
affliction where whenever I try to say anything the exact opposite also occurs—in my head—to be 
true. Anyway, reading back over those false starts just now I realise that the diversions or road-
blocks I’d come up against were, at least obliquely, related to my trying to uncover your “hidden 
agenda”. So I’ve decided that I won’t try to answer your questions too specifically this time, and 
that I’ll just head out with my packed lunch and take any vaguely interesting looking side roads that 
I come across. I’m not sure how long you want this to be, but I was wondering if, rather than edit it 
down (or add more to it), you could just ask Alan2 to make the type smaller (or bigger) so that it fits 
the space I’ve been allocated?
Ok so the thing is, whenever I try to write something about these things—the publications I’ve sent 
to you—I catch myself drifting off, and I thought this might be an appropriate place or idea with 
which to begin this last-chance attempt. The truth is—and I’m being very honest here—they don’t 
really hold my attention anymore. The objects I mean. It’s a funny thing that happens—you spend 
an amount of time or energy (it’s the energy) on producing these things that, at the time, are simply 
THE MOST IMPORTANT THING. It’s ridiculous. Laughable, in hindsight. I’ve actually had 
relationships break down because of it. Press-passing the Christopher Williams3 publication almost 
killed me. The stress I mean—to get it right. And then, of course, it’s never ‘right’ is it.
It’s a funny thing this ALL then NOTHING. It’s like meeting an ex on the street and really not 
caring whether they’ve met somebody else or not. I’ve managed to slide through most of my life 
as a designer without ever really needing to put together a portfolio. Perhaps this is partly why I 
don’t have a very good relationship with the artefacts of my practice? I’ve had the same problem 
whenever I’ve tried to record with any of the bands I’ve played in too though. There’s a lot of time 
and effort (it’s the effort) put into getting it sounding right, and then there’s the fact that you never 
listen to them once they’re done anyway. I remember hearing a story once about Morrisey listening 
to his own music all the time and thinking how horribly narcissistic that was, while deep down 
inside I imagined what it would be like to be able to actually enjoy what you’ve made. 
I’m sounding a bit dramatic perhaps, but I’m trying to get to telling you that I don’t really want to 
talk about the ‘work’ as such. That the artefacts themselves never interest me much once they’re 
done… but that there are other things.
1. Jonty Valentine. Although we both studied design at Canterbury University, I first met Jonty in 1997. I moved to Hamilton to 
take up an inhouse design position that Jonty had just vacated at The Waikato Museum of Art and History. He went to teach at the 
Media Arts course there, and Hamilton being Hamilton we obviously ended up hanging out a bit. Right now we’re co-editing issue 
#2 of a new graphic design fanzine thing we’re trying to get ‘set up’. It’s called ‘The National Grid’, and obviously that title seems 
relevant here.
2. Alan Deare. I think I first met Alan at the Waikato Polytech? He’d just graduated and probably it would have been Jonty who 
introduced me to him. He’d been a student of Jonty’s. Later on I ended up leaving the museum to teach at the same Media Arts 
course, although I only lasted one semester because I found teaching really difficult. I’ve bumped into him now and then, even as 
far south as Christchurch. Recently he designed another Objectspace catalogue which my girlfriend had written something for (just 
to further the point about how small and inter-related our community really is).
3. Christopher Williams. I only met Christopher Williams once. It was at the Govett-Brewster Art Gallery in New Plymouth with 
Greg Burke. Christopher is American, and had come to NZ from California (I think?) to put up his show at the Govett-Brewster. 
We had a day long meeting one weekend about the catalogue, and he gave me a publication he’d done previously with some gallery 
in Europe. Basically he was keen to copy that one which, if I remember correctly, was based on some other publication which had 
some sort of historical resonance for him. We got on well, and we communicated mostly via fax once he’d gone back to the States. 
I didn’t ever hear from him again after the publication was done.
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One of the things I always struggle with whenever I try to write anything is the feeling that someone 
else, somewhere else has said it better before. I’m trying to think about what I do like about 
graphic design, and I keep coming back to Stuart’s4 idea that “it isn’t an A PRIORI discipline, but 
a GHOST”. He’s talking about graphic design requiring some sort of external reason for being, 
but I like the implication that it is, as Max5 used to say, “a slippery customer”. That it is a sort 
of in-between discipline, not a real ‘practice’ at all, but a monstrous, hybrid THING, or nothing 
in particular. Stuart says it better; “...both a grey area and a meeting point—a contradiction in 
terms—or a node made visible only by plotting it through the lines of connections.” And you’re 
interested in those connections I think? In bringing them to light, I think you said? Is that how you 
want to describe graphic design?
I had dinner around at Bruce’s6 last night and he was showing me through the CD and record covers 
he’d either done or been involved in. It was a great conversation partly because Bruce is a good 
story teller, but mostly because the covers themselves were all so highly charged with narrative 
potential anyway. Each one was a signpost to multiple others—within Bruce’s label and outside 
of it. That’s your intertextuality I guess. Or Barthes’ tissue of quotations sort of. But what I started 
thinking about was the connections or interactions you were going after with this show, and how 
what really mattered was just BEING THERE with Bruce, listening. What I mean is that I was sort 
of more interested in the stories behind the things than in the things themselves. I liked the idea that 
this discography was itself a kind of rhizomatic autobiography.
I’m kind of getting around to your question about how we evaluate our work. The fact that my 
own sense of value in graphic design has shifted somewhat in the last ten years. Hamish7 will be 
horrified if he reads this but I’m going to go ahead and say it anyway; I don’t care about good 
design. But that’s not quite right? It’s more that my idea of what is ‘good’ has moved, like I’ve 
adjusted the sights on my rifle. Maybe I should say; I don’t care about good (elegant?) typography? 
I generally just set everything in Times New Roman these days. But that’s not it either? I guess 
partly this is about my not thinking that graphic design is very hard (and the complete opposite also 
occurs to be true), and so more accurately perhaps, I could just say that these days I care more about 
4. Stuart Bailey. I first met Stuart in New York earlier this year at a dinner which Lisa had organised. I ended up sitting at the 
opposite corner of the table though so we didn’t really talk that night. Anyway I bumped into him again about month later at 
Parsons School of Design, by which point Lisa had given him a copy of The National Grid. I was nervous (embarrassed?) because 
we’d so obviously based that publication on Dot Dot Dot, which he is co-editor and designer of. Anyway he seemed to like 
parts—the name at least—and I found him really good to talk to about that project. I saw him a couple more times before I left, 
and I’ve been bugging him with ideas about my research/writing ever since. The quote here—in the body text—is from ‘Dear X’ 
which is a sort-of-editorial for Dot Dot Dot #8. This text really helped me to believe in graphic design again. The secondary ‘or’ 
subtitle for this text, God Is In The Footnotes, is actually Stuart’s too. I took it from the back cover of DDD #7.
5. Max Hailstone. I first met Max as a first year student at Canterbury University when I went to explain to him that I really wanted 
to major in graphic design. I thought I hadn’t done very well in that first year, but we’d had somebody else taking us and so I 
wanted to explain to Max that I would put in a lot more effort next year. Thankfully Max let me into the continuing studio course 
in ‘Typo-graphic Design’, as he called it. Unfortunately I think I let him down. He was very much a Formalist and I wasn’t really 
engaged by that. As a result I wasn’t a great student. In hindsight I can appreciate him more though. Max died in a car accident in 
Rhode Island in early 1997, the year I graduated.
6. Bruce Russell. I first met Bruce in a cafe he owned and ran in Lyttelton about two years ago. I’d get coffee there on my way to 
school each morning, and we’d started to talk about music. From memory I think he’d often have some interesting records playing 
in the cafe, especially early in the morning when there weren’t many people there. It took me a while to click that he was the 
guitarist in The Dead C. Anyway eventually I ended up borrowing some records off him and he talked as much about the covers 
as he did about the music. Of course I then realised that he’d actually designed a lot of his own covers. Bruce ran a ‘free noise’ 
record label called Corpus Hermeticum up until very recently, and that’s what I was there talking to him about this time. There’s 
something about Bruce’s approach to things rather than the things themselves that interests me.
7. Hamish Meikle. Hamish is certainly one of the most important people in this list, although we don’t really talk anymore and 
I don’t think he likes the way my practice has gone lately. Hamish was the first graphic designer I ever met, and I sort of worked 
for him—more ‘work experience’ than actual employment—when I was about 15. Hamish introduced me to the world of graphic 
design and also said that I’d have to study under Max at Canterbury University if I wanted to be any good. Years later it was 
Hamish who invited me back to Canterbury to fill in while he was on study leave (he’d taken over after Max was killed in that car 
crash). Hamish never came back, and while I never planned to stay, here I still am three years later. Hamish moved to Auckland 
and I haven’t really heard from him since.
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what the work points me at, or leads me into.
I’ll see if I can explain. David’s8 in town this week, and we’re going to be talking about his next 
newspaper. This will be the fourth one I’ve done with him (the previous three I’ve asked him to 
send you). I know it sounds a bit like I’m jumping around all over the place, but what I’m really 
doing is floating somewhere between the artefacts and the people involved. And David I think is 
the best example. We have a relationship that’s evolved more or less intuitively out of the work 
we’ve done together over the last eight years, and whenever I look at those publications that’s 
what seems important to me now, because that’s the real payoff. I remember you asking me that 
about something else last year—”what’s the payoff?” And I’m not talking about collaboration. 
I’m talking about meeting David for a breakfast, getting drunk with Bruce, or staying on the floor 
in your lounge when I come to Auckland. The payoff for me is in those peripheral interactions. 
Which comes back to that idea about graphic design being something that happens in-between the 
important things—the things that are really real. 
I could try to be more academic I guess and talk about ‘communities of practice’. But that’s a good 
example of a case where the words don’t sound like what they describe. By which I mean that it’s 
a very analytical way to talk about something that’s essentially intuitive. Interestingly I think I first 
came across it—that terminology I mean—in something Lisa9 had written. I asked her about it as 
I’d sort of realised that I was interested in that idea, if not the language it was packaged in. She 
explained to me that there was actually a formal interpretation of the term, that I’d been using it 
a bit loosely, and that the relationships it described weren’t necessarily these intuitive ones I was 
talking about. She pointed out that participants needed to identify themselves within a ‘known’ 
community, and that the literature referred to individuals working within teams within larger 
corporations. Which is obviously not what I’m getting at here. But there is a connection, or an 
overlapping—a venn diagram perhaps? Lisa said (and it just seems best to use her words here)...
“They talk about Legitimate Peripheral Participation as being invaluable to situated learning. By 
talking about communities of practice, where there are people who are newcomers—apprentices 
of sorts—and old timers—mentors—and that our participation within the communities we inhabit 
is always under negotiation. Lave and Wenger discuss a centripetal notion of participation—that 
proposes that understanding and experience are in constant interaction. We (Robyn & I) were 
preparing a paper for a Practice-based Research conference and yet it soon become evident that the 
inter-related activities of talking, listening and writing were in themselves a kind of practice—one 
that dissolves the dichotomy between research about practice from research through practising.”
And there’s my breakfast with David in Wellington last week. 
The other thing Lisa talks about, that seems to me to be triangularly related to her comment above, 
to your hidden agenda, and whatever it is I’m trying to say here, is the importance of ‘noticing’. 
She’s never said it specifically that I can remember, but the implication is always there—good 
designers are good at noticing. And the link here, the common thread, is a shared interest in the 
8. David Clegg. I first met David in Hamilton in the late 1990s. He was having a show at the gallery there and I designed the 
catalogue—a broadsheet newspaper which was exhibited as a part of the installation. I really enjoyed working with David. It was a 
more collaborative process than I was used to, and the outcome was surprisingly... unexpected. Apart from this the young designer 
in me was intrigued by the idea that the publication would be a ‘part’ of the show—the implication that the publication could be 
the artwork and vice-versa was new to me. I think it was probably around this time that I began to develop an interest in conceptual 
art. A first step towards my questioning the value of the artefact probably. Anyway, David and I have done two more newspapers 
and a couple of websites since then. We’ve just started work on a fourth newspaper this week.
9. Lisa Grocott. I first met Lisa in Melbourne when I went there to begin my research towards a Masters in Design under her 
supervision. I’d heard a lot about her as I’d sort of unwittingly followed her around New Zealand, initially studying and then 
working at the same places, but always a year or two after she’d left. I even dated one of her ex-students in Hamilton. It should 
have been obvious that I’d eventually catch up with her, and that something strange would happen when I did. Lisa’s interests 
in the speculative and poetic nature of practice-led research have been an influential factor in my deciding that I might still like 
graphic design. This quote here is from an email she sent me in relation to my thesis outline. She certainly didn’t mean for it to be 
published so I hope my including it here is going to be ok with her?
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peripheral—in those interactions, your “compelling moments”, which are actually on the horizon 
of the daily grind. Yoko10 pointed out to me that the idea of focusing on the periphery is actually 
an oxymoron. And she’s obviously quite right. So the problem is sort of ‘noticing without trying’. 
Which actually sounds like a good way of describing ‘designing’ to me. 
I hate to describe things too precisely. I can never get it ‘right’, and it tends to kill whatever was 
nice about the idea anyway. I prefer a vague understanding to the facts. But the idea here is really 
quite simple in the end. And maybe I’m trying to make too much of it? I think you’re after the idea 
that graphic design is the product of a complex series of interactions between people, technologies, 
pictures, and politics. I guess I’m saying I’m interested in the people part of that at the moment. 
And that this is where I now find some value in the ‘job’ of being a graphic designer. I always liked 
that I got to meet lots of interesting different people doing different interesting things. I’m quite 
picky about who I work for/with these days. I want to get something out of the relationship too. I’m 
getting a bit sick of one-night-stands. 
10. Yoko Akama. I first met Yoko in Melbourne when I went to start my postgraduate study there. She was one of Lisa’s students 
too, although she was a year or so ahead of me. She’s since upgraded to a PhD. I was hugely skeptical of her research, and once 
accused her of “pouring concrete over the grass”. I was a bit out of line, but I was trying to provoke her. She’s interested in ‘user-
centred’ and ‘participatory design’ theories and approaches, whereas I tend to find these repugnant, almost offensive. I’ve had 
some really nicely heated discussions with her about this, and while our views and interests seem to be diametrically opposed, our 
conversations have helped me begin to articulate what it is that I don’t like about graphic design and design research. Obviously an 
important step toward figuring out what I do like.
This text written for the catalogue to the exhibition Just Hold Me: 
Aspects of New Zealand Publication Design. The exhibition was 
curated by Jonty Valentine, and while I’m including my text here to 
support the ‘other people’ part of what I’m trying to say, it’s also a 
good example of the kind of ‘other activities’—and greater level of 
engagement—The National Grid project has opened us both up to.
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I first met Steve when I moved from Wellington back to Christchurch 
in 2003. We initially bonded over a shared interest in music, then we 
eventually started playing in a band together (The Hi-Aces). About a 
year later Steve moved to Wellington to take up a job with the Waitangi 
Tribunal, which was when I realised he was actually an historian. 
Steve’s girlfriend, Jayne, is a graphic designer. I think when I started 
talking to them about this project I thought she might contribute 
something. I didn’t really know Steve collected these postcards.
I did know Steve was fairly knowledgeable about New  Zealand music 
though, and he’s currently working on an article about some Flying Nun 
records covers for our second issue.
I first met Lisa when I visited Melbourne to begin this research. She was 
my main supervisor initially, but then she moved to New York. 
I should mention that Jonty, Lisa and I all studied design at the same 
school. And that Jonty and Lisa know each other quite well. But that I’m 
slightly younger and didn’t actually start until they’d both finished. 
Anyway I was lucky enough to spend the first six months of this year in 
New York on study leave though, and of course I ended up seeing quite 
a bit of Lisa—talking to her about my research, life in general, and, 
obviously, this project.
Quite accidentally Jonty and I happened to be in New York at the same 
time. Funnily enough I ended up looking after Lisa’s apartment while she 
was away for a week, and Jonty actually came and stayed on her couch 
while we got started on this first issue.
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I first met Noel when I went to Dunedin to  install and exhibition of a 
typeface I’d done at a gallery down there. Noel teaches design history at 
Otago University, and knows more about New Zealand’s typographic and 
print oriented design history than anyone I know. 
The director of the gallery I was showing in put me in touch with Noel so 
he could show me around the design school. Anyway Noel’s really into 
letterpress printing, and there’s obviously a shared interest there, and so 
we ended up going out, drinking beer, and talking shit at some tiny little 
pub with a big fireplace.
Noel’s PhD was on the Caxton Press which was set up by Denis Glover 
in the 19____. I went to design school with Denis’ granddaughter Pia 
Glover, and we fooled around and dated a bit. We’re still good friends, and 
actually she lives in Melbourne now, and I stay with her sometimes when 
I visit RMIT. 
Noel’s a ‘real’ academic I guess you could say. He thinks we should turn 
this into a peer-reviewed publication, but I’m not so keen. I don’t really 
see it as being ‘academic’...
I first met Jo—a friend of a friend—on one of my trips to Melbourne last 
year. I’d just recently met Dylan Herkes and was really into his band The 
Chandeliers, and it turned out that Jo was actually his girlfriend’s sister. 
Obviously we were off to a good start.
Jo studied graphic design at Wanganui Polytech, but hasn’t ever really 
‘worked’ as a graphic designer. She’s really smart and so I think she 
struggles with the idea of professional practice. I couldn’t see her doing 
junkmail just to pay the bills if you know what I mean.
Anyway that first night we met Jo showed more than a passing interest 
in my research. Initially just inquisitive as to what I was actually doing 
in Melbourne, she then proceeded to dismantle my entire ‘thesis’ over 
more than a few drinks. I really liked the way she talked about design. 
She sort of seemed to approach it quite obliquely, and so I told her about 
this project.
I first met Hamish (Harold Grieves is a pseudonym) when he visited 
my friend and flatmate Malcolm Terry. Malcolm’s a painter and Hamish 
is on the board of the High St Project, an artist-run space in central 
Christchurch. Hamish and I got talking about manifestos, and discovered 
a shared interest in Rem Koolhaas’ writing—we were both reading 
Delirious New York at the time. 
Hamish publishes a lo-fi art fanzine called The John Dory Report, which 
I’d seen around. He also writes for various other things—catalogues and 
such. And The Christchurch Press now and then. His writing is usually 
heavily criticised for being inaccessible, but like that it seems to inhabit 
the verge of sanity. 
Hamish’s writing often seems to chart some grey area between art and 
design, and as such seemed appropriate to our own marginal ideas for 
this project. He’s working on something for our next issue about ‘tilt-slab’ 
prefabricated architecture.  
I first met Max as his student in ‘Typo-Graphic Design’ at Canterbury 
University’s School of Fine Arts in 1993. As I’ve already mentioned Max 
had also taught Jonty and Lisa. And while he’s since passed away, he 
seemed to be ‘in the air’ while we were putting this first issue together.
Our reproduction of his text in our first issue is partly ironic (me) and 
partly homage (Jonty). Writing about design, especially Graphic Design, 
has never been very well documented or distributed in New Zealand, and 
while we’re interested in digging up texts (corpses) from the past, this 
one—a link to our shared beginnings—seemed particularly appropriate 
for our first issue.
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1. Richard Hollis interviewed by Christopher Wilson, in Eye #59, Vol.15, 
Spring 2006.
2. Stuart Bailey, ‘Dear X’ in Dot Dot Dot #8. Netherlands, summer 2004.
Peripheral activities
I often refer to The National Grid project. I do so 
because it’s the ‘project’ I’m interested in, more-so 
than the product; the printed artefact. I’m referring 
to the peripheral, marginal, and background activities 
involved here—the applications for funding, the 
contributors, the distribution, the feedback, and 
our using it to approach people who we wouldn’t 
have thought we could. Things like that.
And it’s actually on this perhaps rather anticlimactic 
note that I want to bring this project—this exegesis
—to a close. 
I read an interview with Richard Hollis recently in 
which he was asked; “If you were starting out now, 
would you still choose to be a designer?”1
To which he replied; “I’d do something else. Not 
because of feelings about design, but because the 
world and technology have changed so completely. 
I started out with the idea of not doing anything in 
particular, or of ‘total’ design. With theatre design 
for Kidderminster Rep I could lay out the programme, 
design and paint the sets, and have a walk-on part
—that integrated activity really interested me.”
Richard’s hit the nail on the head—nothing in 
particular, total design,... the walk-on part. All these 
things describe why I think I’m really enjoying this 
project, and reciprocally allude to how I am now able 
to engage in a much healthier, more faithful, 
relationship with graphic design. 
To a large degree perhaps this is about ownership? 
Or authorship? Sure, control probably has a lot to 
do with it. But it’s that integrated activity that Hollis 
refers to that really interests me too. 
I really like Stuart Bailey’s idea that graphic design is 
a ghost.2 I refer to it all the time. He’s talking about it 
not being an a priori discipline; “I meant that graphic 
design only exists when other subjects exist first”. 
But the way he describes it makes it sound very much 
like the kind of practice I’m after—“both a grey area 
and a meeting point”.
And it’s that grey area I’m foolishly attempting to 
leave you in here. The spaces between the images, 
sounds, and texts—between, before, and after, the 
making and the artefacts... the walk-on part, and 
some understanding that these marginal spaces 




In some ways it feels a bit silly to end with this stuff. I’m concerned 
it’ll either look like I’m on some election rally, or possibly the 
complete opposite—and this may just seem ridiculously banal. 
Anyway, I’ve decided to leave these documents here—it doesn’t 
seem any more narcissistic than anything preceeding it?—as they 
provide some sort of picture of the kinds of interesting peripheral 










The retroactive aims and objectives of this research 
have been to:
1. Reinvent my own practice...
to learn to ‘come at’ graphic design differently.
2. Re-enage with graphic design...
to open up possibilities and potential that I had 
previously been unaware of within the domain of 
graphic design.
The work has been practice-led, project-based, highly 
reflective and entirely selfish. As a result the research 
has tended toward autobiography, and your 
‘researcher’ has inevitably become quite monstrous 
at times, having spent so long in front of the mirror. 
Embodied in the texts and images of the research 
however, is a palpable change of spirit—a monstrous 
reinvention emerging from three inter-related, but 
distinct, common threads within the work—
disenchantment, provocation, and engagement. 
The discoveries of the research are based around the 
deficiencies of the practice I was so disenchanted by, 
and motivated through an ‘other’ practice that I enjoy. 
From the practical development of a more personally 
resonant frame of reference has come an under-
standing that the complexity and provocation I need 
to be engaged, can—in part—be generated from 
within the practice itself. In this respect the self-
initiated project is a fundamental part, or discovery, 
within my renewed sense of practice.
Closely related to the practitioner’s ability to disrupt 
and reinvent themselves, has been an evolving 
appreciation for the importance of the community the 
practice is situated within. Having worked in relative 
isolation previously, this research documents my 
growing discovery of a like-minded community, and 
the reciprocal generative benefits inherent in such 
connections. Largely my lack of engagement with 
graphic design was symptomatic of my dislocation 
from the community of practice in the first place. 
And so, my application of the monstrous metaphor 
to creative practice has served to illuminate the 
significance of marginal pursuits and practices that 
tend to inhabit the periphery of the domain.
While my account of this research is highly personal 
and articulated retrospectively, its presentation is 
intended to be an index of further potential and 
possibility for other practitioners. As such any 
observations and/or discoveries are not presented 
as quantitative ‘findings’, but should be seen rather 
as generative understandings that promote future 




Anzaldua, Gloria, 1987. Borderlands/La Frontera: the new mestiza.
Lute Books.
Bailey, Stuart, 2004. ‘Dear X’ in Dot Dot Dot 8. Ed. Stuart Bailey and 
Peter Bilak. The Netherlands. 
Bailey, Stuart, 2005. ‘On Biography (Masculin), or Public Image 
Limited’ in Dot Dot Dot 11. Ed. Stuart Bailey and Peter Bilak. The 
Netherlands. 3–12.
Bailey, Stuart, 2005. ‘Wyndham Lewis’ in Dot Dot Dot 11. Ed. Stuart 
Bailey and Peter Bilak. The Netherlands. 68–72.
Bakhtin, Mikhail, 1981. The Dialogic Imagination. Austin, University 
of Texas Press.
Blauvelt, Andrew, 1996. ‘Unfolding information’. In Emigre 40.
Boyle, David, 2003. Authenticity: brands, fakes, spin and the lust for 
real life. London, Flamingo.
Burdick, Anne, 1994. ‘Neomania: feeding the monster’ in Looking 
Closer: Critical Writings on Graphic Design., ed. Drenttel, Heller, 
Bierut. Allworth Press. (originally published as ‘What is this 
affliction that makes graphic designers crave perpetual stylistic 
revolution?’ in Emigre 24, 1992.)
Caws, Mary Ann (Ed.), 2001. Manifesto: a century of isms. Bison 
Books. 
Cohen, Jeffery Jerome, 1996. Monster Theory: Reading Culture. 
University of Minnesota Press,Minneapolis. 
Docker, John, 1994. Postmodernism and Popular Culture: a cultural 
history. Cambridge University Press.
Downton, Peter, 2003. Design Research. RMIT University Press, 
Australia. 2003
Gaver, Bill, et al, 1999. ‘Cultural Probes’ in Interactions January/
February 1999. 21–29.
Gaver, William, et al, 1999. ‘Ambiguity as a Resource in Design’ in 
CHI vol. 5, issue No.1. April 2003. 233–240.
Gander, Ryan, 2005. ‘Loose Associations’ in Dot Dot Dot 10. Ed. 
Stuart Bailey and Peter Bilak. The Netherlands. 
Gerber, Anna, 2004. All Messed Up: Unpredictable Graphics. Harper 
Design. 
Grassian, Daniel, 2003. Hybrid Fictions: American literature and 
Generation X. Jefferson, North Carolina, McFarland & Company, 
Inc., Publishers.
Grocott, Lisa, and Marshall, Tim, 2003. Poetic Process and 
Professional Practice: a case study for practitioner-led design 
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